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“Catechism Review:  Worship”


The Third Sunday after Pentecost							 June 21, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson									Psalm 100:1-5
Epistle Lesson									      Hebrews 10:19-25
Gospel Lesson										  Luke 4:14-20


As I said earlier, I’m going to speak on the Third Commandment in two parts.  I’m going to do this because the Third Commandment is the longest of the Commandments, and it is probably the most subtle of the Commandments, and I think it is the least understood of the Commandments.  In many ways it is one of the most resisted of the Commandments.  At its most basic level, the Third Commandment deals with time.  It deals with time, as it is applied to two important areas of life:  worship and management of life energy.  Today we’re going to look at worship, and next week we’ll look at management of life energy.

I’m going to begin with a fairly bold statement.  I’m going to begin by stating that the typical American can’t get worship right, because the typical American approach to life is so mismanaged that the typical American has no idea what worship is in the first place.  The typical American can’t get worship right, because the typical American has no idea what worship is in the first place.  How can I make such a bold statement?  Well, I think it’s justified to say this because in the wealthiest society in the history of the world, the typical American, rich or poor, lives in financial confusion—a life mismanaged financially.  With the best nutrition and health care available in the history of the world, the typical American suffers from preventable health problems due to mismanagement of his or her life.  The typical American family is so mismanaged that personal relationships are often more of a burden than a joy to the people in the typical American family.  The typical American has many strongly held political opinions and passions ready for argument at the drop of a hat, but not much understanding of the political process, and less willingness to be involved in the community to actually do something.  The typical American focuses on little other than his or her own life, and even that small sphere of activity is more often than not mismanaged.  

I am not an expert in very many things in life, but I do know religion.  I have listened to a great many opinions on religion in my life, and I can tell you that most of what I have heard is self-serving excuses, tired old misinformation, general nonsense, and a few outright lies.  For example:  A person says, “I’m a spiritual person but I have no use for organized religion.”  What does that mean?  It means, “I don’t want to be part of any group that would expect something of me.” That’s usually what it means.  It means, “I don’t want to be bothered on Sunday morning or Thursday night.”  It means, “I think I’m fine the way I am.  I don’t want to consider any other approach to my life, especially from somebody talking to me from a pulpit.”  It means, “I have no intention of serving other people, so don’t try to get me involved in some institution that tries to serve other people.”  It means, “I don’t take God seriously, and I certainly don’t believe that God has any claim on my time, on my resources, on my thinking, or on my behavior.  I’ll think about God, but he has no claim on my life.”  That’s what it means.  It means, “That’s where I am and I will tell you any old anti-church nonsense I can think of to justify my lack of thinking.”  And this is why such talking causes me, personally, so little anxiety, because it is not a reasoned approach to life that threatens my approach to life.  It is simply another symptom of a mismanaged life.

Most reasons for not attending worship make no real sense, because they are based on a misunderstanding of worship in the first place.  A person says, “I don’t have to attend worship to be a Christian.”  You’re right.  You don’t.  Worship isn’t a duty.  Worship isn’t an obligation.  It isn’t a matter of “I have too.”  Don’t tell me that you don’t have too.  I all ready know that.  Let’s talk about why you don’t want too.  I like to use the example of a man and woman at the altar.  They’ve just been pronounced husband and wife.  The pastor says to the man, “You may now kiss the bride.”  He says, “Do I have too?”  How do you answer that question?  You don’t say, “Yes, you have too, it’s a law.”  You don’t say, “No, you don’t have too.  You can treat your wife any way you want.”  You take him aside and you ask him, “Why don’t you want too?”  And it’s the same with, “I don’t have to go to church to be a Christian.”

Some people say, “I don’t go to worship, because I just don’t find worship very entertaining.”  You know what?  Neither do I.  I find golf entertaining.  I find Bridge entertaining.  I find watching football entertaining.  I find fishing entertaining.  I don’t find worship entertaining at all, because worship is not intended to be entertainment.  Who told you that worship was a form of entertainment in the first place?

Some people say, “I don’t attend worship because I do other good works, so I don’t have to attend worship.”  Well, I’m glad to hear that you do good works, but worship isn’t a good work.  Worship isn’t a meritorious act, as though it’s something you’ve done for God, and then he’s going to reward you for that.  Who told you that worship is a good work; that worship is a meritorious act?  It isn’t.

“I’m happy the way I am,” people say.  “I don’t need a crutch to lift my mood.  And I don’t find worship very mood lifting anyway.”  You know what?  For the most part neither do I.  Where did you get the idea that worship is supposed to make you feel good?  Where did that come from?  What makes people think that they come inside a church and they’re supposed to leave feeling really giddy?  I don’t get that from any place.  

Some people say, “I don’t attend worship because I don’t really need an escape from the real world.”  You know what?  Neither do I.  I wonder who tells people that worship is to be an escape from the real world.  In fact, when I attend worship I lose patience with worship that isn’t connected to the real world.  I don’t attend worship to escape the real world.  I attend worship to confront the real world.

Some people say, “As long as I’m saved by believing in Jesus, I don’t need to attend worship to pay my salvation tax.  Or keep up my salvation insurance premiums.”  Who on earth ever told people that worship was salvation tax, or salvation insurance premiums?  What a silly idea, that somehow God is going to save you because you show up on Sunday morning to pay your salvation tax—to keep your salvation premiums up.

Most of the classic excuses for avoiding worship are excuses.  They are based on a misunderstanding of worship in the first place.  And they are for the most part not to be taken seriously.  


The Third Commandment, as it is taught in Scripture, knows nothing of duty, entertainment, meritorious act, mood lifting, escape, salvation tax or salvation insurance.  None of that is part of the Third Commandment.  The Third Commandment simply says this:  I will be your God and you will be my people, and you will manage your time to nurture that relationship.  That’s the Third Commandment:  I will be your God and you will be my people, and you will manage your time to nurture that relationship.  As long as it’s all about me, worship will make no sense, and it will not be part of a person’s life.  That’s why the typical American has such a hard time understanding worship.  Because the typical American’s understanding of life is it’s all about me.  You can’t really fit worship into a life that’s all about me.  It’s a three prong plug and a two prong outlet—it’s a problem.  It’s like the family member who wants no part of family events.  It’s like the person who says, “Why should I want to spend Saturday afternoon with those people!  I can be part of this family without going to family events.”  It’s like the husband and wife who go their separate ways because they have lost interest in each other.  It’s like the father who won’t interrupt his schedule for a child’s activity.  It is like the adult child who thinks that a card on Mother’s Day and a phone call on Father’s Day just about says it all, and should keep an oar in the water at least until the reading of the Will.  It is like the person who thinks dating is a way of using easily fooled people for personal gratification.  Where a relationship is not valued, it is not nurtured, and no time is given to it.  So the problem is that the relationship is not valued.  On the other hand, where relationships are valued, they are nurtured.  And nurturing relationships takes time.  People we care about get fit into our schedule.  That’s a fact!  It is that simple.  When something is important to us, it’s in our schedule.  

The Third Commandment is a very, very basic concept.  God says, “I will be your God and you will be my people, and I will be given time in your schedule to nurture that relationship.”  As long as life is all about me, worship will make no sense, and one will not schedule for it.  

See, I’ve been talking a lot about the typical American, and what I hope is that we are not typical Americans--that’s what I hope--because a change takes place in a person’s life.  That change takes place when one hears the Gospel, internalizes it, and then says, “I’m going to do things differently.”  A change happens and we say, “It isn’t all about me and my personal convenience.  It’s about my relationship with God, and his plans and his purposes for my life and my time.  His plans and his purposes for my life involve relating to other believers.  His plans involve my worship of him, because he is worthy of my worship.  His plans for my life involve personal growth throughout my life, based on application of the Word of God to my life.  His plans for my life involve my service to other people.  And his plans for my life involve the increase in the number of people called to Christ.”  It’s not about me; it’s not about my personal convenience; it is about the fact that God has called me to a new way of life.  A new way of life based on a relationship with him and fellow believers, and that is a relationship that I must take time to nurture.

When God is our God, and we are his people our schedule includes worship to nurture that relationship.  It is simply that simple.  Worship is not a duty.  Worship is not an obligation.  But it becomes a commitment.  It becomes a commitment that we keep gladly, because it is a valuable part of our relationship with God and our relationship with other people.  Not a duty, not an obligation, but a godly commitment.  Worship is not entertainment.  But when we come prepared and to pay attention, and when we give it our best, worship is engaging on a very deep level.  It doesn’t entertain us, but it does grab our attention.  It does speak to us about what is real.  Worship is not a good work that gets us points with God.  But it is a chance to do good by being an encouragement to other worshippers.  It is a chance to do good by keeping involved in other people’s lives.  It is a chance to do good by serving in some small way to honor and to give glory to God.  It is a chance to do good by adding your voice to the prayers of the faithful. 

I have been told for years that people can worship just as well in a fishing boat and that people can pray just as well at home.  This is utter nonsense.  It is utter nonsense and it is not to be taken seriously.  It is utter nonsense because you cannot worship just as well in a fishing boat as you can in a house of God.  You can’t.  And you can’t pray just as well at home as you can in a house of God surrounded by fellow believers.  And even if you could, it still makes no difference, because people don’t do it anyway.  The next time you find yourself in a fishing boat on Sunday morning with someone who says, “I can worship God just as well in a fishing boat as I can in church.”--just take note of how much worship he does or she does.  When someone says they can pray just as well at home on Sunday morning, go watch them and see just how much praying they do.  

Worship is not a guaranteed mood lifter.  But it does get us engaged with life that counts.  It doesn’t lift my mood to face my weaknesses and my sins.  It does not lift my mood, but it does put me in the right place to let God come into my life.  It doesn’t lift my mood to hear about people’s sadness’s, people’s grief, people’s pain, and people’s problems as we pray for them.  This does not lift my mood.  But it does lift them up to know that someone else cares.  

Worship is not escape from the real world.  It is immersion in the reality that calls us to account, that calls us home, that heals, that gives direction that motivates us to go out and live real lives--not the typical American mismanaged lives, but to lead real lives.  

Worship is not salvation insurance, but it does add to our sense of peace, and it does add to our sense of calm.  Worship is not salvation tax, but over the years it is a great investment of our time.  

So I will not nag people to get them to worship.  It is not my job, because I am not responsible for anyone’s attendance at worship other than my own.  It is not my job to get people to church.  It is their job to be in worship.  I also am not going to nag people to come to worship, because nagging doesn’t do any good.  It’s just not really a very good way to go about things.  All I can do is preach God’s Word to allow the Holy Spirit to work in people’s lives to change attitudes.  That’s what we sang earlier, “Change my heart, Oh God; Change my heart, Oh God.”  We prayed for a spirit of worship in our lives and in the lives of the people not here today.  And that’s all I will do—I can preach God’s Word to allow the Holy Spirit to work in people’s lives to change attitudes.

We have a relationship with God because he is our creator and we live in his world.  And that relationship needs to be nurtured.  

We have a relationship with God because Jesus lived, died, and rose for us to show us who God is, to save us from our sins, and to offer us eternal life.  We have a relationship, and that needs to be nurtured. 

We have a relationship with God because the Holy Spirit lives within us to give us life, and to renew our hope day by day.  And that relationship needs to be nurtured.

As the pastor of this congregation, I will continue to preach these things to the best of my ability, but I will not nag people about duty or obligation.  I will not commit myself to amusing or entertaining people in worship.  I will not promise that showing up in church is a good way to earn your way to heaven.  I will not guarantee to lift your mood.  I will not offer you escape.  I will never give anyone the impression that spending an hour a week in church is the way we pay for salvation insurance, or the way we pay our salvation tax.  I will continue to do what God has called me to do, and that is to pass on the words that God has given me to pass on to you.  And this is what God says, “I will be your God and you will be my people, and you will manage your schedule to nurture that relationship.”  Amen
