WHAT IS WORSHIP? – Sheri Torgrimson

What pictures or thoughts come to your mind when you hear the word “worship”?  People on their faces, bowing to God or perhaps to idols; a beautiful environment in which one can worship God; liturgy; singing; a joyous celebration of what God has done; communion?  All these things and many more can be worship. For us, the question is not will we worship but simply what or who will we worship? All people worship someone or something because we are created to be worshippers. For this reason we need to think about our worship, so that we are not giving homage to something or someone other than God Himself, for true worship belongs to God alone.

Sometimes it is good to look at the other side of the coin, so to speak, to see what something is not, so that we can better understand what it is.

I. What is true worship not:
	1. Worship of anything other than God Himself: We see a good illustration of this in Isaiah 44:13-20 (see also Jeremiah 10:1-16).  A carpenter takes a tree, makes an idol with one half of the wood and worships it, and then cooks his dinner on the other half. From this passage we see that one can worship anything but God says that this is delusion and foolishness.  People around the world worship idols, stones, stars, money, material goods, success, people, etc.  None of these things can take the place of God or answer our prayers but they will lead us farther from God.
	
2. Worship of the works of our hands: Habakkuk 2:18b states that he who makes the idol trusts in his own creation.  If we are trusting in what we make or do, we are not trusting in God.  One aspect of worship has to be complete and total trust in God, not in yourself or the works of your hands.  Our offerings of service (sluzba) in the church are often not worship because we do them in our own strength and abilities.  We seek praise or recognition for what we have done.  We do not seek God to see He wants or trust Him to complete His task.
3. Worship that is external so that others may see: Isaiah 58 talks about fasting and looking good on the outside while your heart is not right.  It is not worship when your interior does not match your exterior.  Jesus said you can look clean on the outside and be dirty inside.  Matthew 23 is a diatribe against the “holy” people and religious leaders of the day -the Pharisees. (If Jesus came back today might he find some of these in the evangelical church?)  They were concerned with the outward appearance and were not letting God’s words work in their hearts.  The core of worship is the heart, that which God sees, not what others see or think.  (See also Matthew 6:5-8; Luke 18:9-14.)
4. Rules/Religion: Isaiah 29:13 says, “These people come near to me with the mouth and honour me with their lips but their hearts are far from me.  Their worship of me is made up only of rules taught by men.”  Worship is NOT religion or rules of men.  It is not a form.  It will take a form but the content is what matters, not the shape.  Christians in different churches, countries and cultures will worship in different ways but there is no single prescribed or proper form in which to worship God.  Jesus told the Samaritan woman that one day people would worship in spirit and in truth – not in a certain place, or with certain regulations.  Christ came to free us from the law and the rules of man.
5. Feelings:  One dictionary definition of worship says this: “worship is the feeling of respect, admiration and love for God or the demonstration of this feeling.” Feelings are from God and therefore not bad.  While we should worship with our emotions, you cannot rely on them.  Do we worship only when we “feel” like it?  Does God answer our prayers only when He “feels” like it?  Of course not!  Psalms 42 and 43 show the spiritual journey of a worship leader who was depressed and felt unable to worship God. As he remembered worshipping God in past times, he began to realize that he would again worship with joy – if not today, then soon.  Don’t rely on feelings to worship – rely on God.
6. Entertainment/art, which is often passed off as worship in many churches.  Things such as drama, music and other art forms can be very worshipful but they can also become an empty form, which then turns into an object of worship.  Entertainment means that the people up front are the “actors” – everyone else is the audience.  Real worship has an audience of one – God Himself.  We are all participants in giving God glory!
In the next section, I would like to examine the positive side of worship – what is true worship of God and what does He desire from us?


II. What true worship is: Responses & Relationship
Our worship is a response to that which we believe, see and experience.  If our worship is founded in truth and in relationship with God, we are capable of experiencing God’s presence when we worship.  To give a rather simple illustration of this, imagine a husband and wife.  In a good relationship, there is love because they have chosen to love the other, even with the knowledge of things about the other person that are perhaps difficult to accept.  They want to be together, they have a relationship.  They know about each other and accept and love one another.  However, without truth, they would be in a blind marriage, loving an illusion.  Without love, if the illusion was shown for what it was, the marriage could be destroyed. In our worship of God, we should seek to know him and to know about Him.
All worship must be founded in some kind of relationship, whether real or imagined.  For example, some people could be said to worship money.  They seek to have it and chase after it, much as one might pursue a relationship with another person.  Their values and decisions are formed by the object of their desire.  Others chase fame or a relationship with a person.  Still others worship in fear, seeking to placate the thing or person whom they imagine may destroy them if they don’t give honour and praise.  
      Worshipping God without relationship with Him gives rise to legalism.  If we don’t know Him, how can we know truth about Him?  Referring back to the marriage illustration, if your husband or wife told you they loved you but never touched you or gave you anything or made time for you, could you believe that they loved you?  Can we tell someone we love them if we don’t have some kind of relationship with them?  In the same vein, truth without love is often very painful.  If someone points out your faults to you but not within the context of a loving relationship, it is pretty difficult to take.  Love without truth can trap us into emotionalism or false belief.  We need to know truth in order to worship God.  Often in worship He points out to us things that we need to change but He always does it lovingly with the purpose of helping us to grow more like His son.
	I was listening recently to a song that says, “He set me free, He broke the bonds that imprisoned me, glory to God, He set me free.”  When we know what God has done for us, we can give Him glory, we can worship and thank Him.  The Bible is full of history for this very purpose.  The stories of the Israelites were recorded and even lived out in their holidays, such as Passover, so that they wouldn’t forget what God had done for them.  When we don’t look for and remind ourselves of what God has done for us, we often turn cold to God as did the Israelites.  We forget that it is God who gives us everything and we turn our worship and praise to other idols, people, or even give it to ourselves.
	The other reason to worship God is for who He is.  We as people are created in the image of God.  We want to be known and loved for who we are, especially by those who are the most important people in our lives.  We want to be loved and accepted even with our flaws and imperfections.  God of course does not have flaws like us but He does want us to know Him and love Him.  In this too, response and relationship are important.  God loved us first – He created us, not because He needed us to do things for Him but because He wanted to share His glory and His love.  We respond to this love by praising Him as we begin to understand just who He really is.  We begin to give love back to God when we see that He, unlike people, is not going to hurt or disappoint us.
	As a teenager I had a crush on someone but when he chose someone else I was devastated and declared in my heart that I would never tell a man that I loved him until he told me first that he loved me.  I am so thankful that God responded to me in that vow.  He reached down and told me first that He loved me.  I didn’t realise the full extent of what He had done until many years later when I saw how He had freed me from this vow.  God knows what it is like to have those He loves reject Him for another.  How much harder must it be for God to see us rejecting Him – the only one who can give us all that we need?  
  Only God can know us totally – our thoughts, feelings, hurts and pains, dreams, everything we’ve ever said or done.  No one else can totally understand us or know what to do or say in every situation.  He not only understands but wants to help and seeks us.  When someone treats us in a loving, caring way, we want to respond to them.  If we have been hurt, we may respond like a cornered and wounded animal, biting the hand that would feed us.  If we know God and who He is, we can respond in love and thanksgiving because we know He has our best interests at heart.  We can begin to pursue God as He has pursued us.
Our worship should reflect this pursuit. We wouldn’t want our marriages or other important relationships to be only based on intellectual decisions or actions – so why would we want to base a relationship with God solely on intellect (though we must use our minds as well when we worship!)   I sometimes watch TV programs or films with a voice-over translation dubbed in.  It’s really rather funny to listen to a character passionately declaring his or her love for the other and then hear the translation being read in a stiff monotone voice.  God’s Word is full of His passion poured out for us but often we sit in our churches and recite back to Him the elements of the service with little emotion or regard for what we are doing or singing about.  Many of the choruses and hymns we sing are full of beautiful truths about God as well as passion for Him and yet sometimes we sing them without thought.  Perhaps we are suffering from a lack of time spent with Jesus, sitting at His feet, soaking up His love for us as well as His teachings.  It’s well known that marriages or any other relationships suffer from lack of communication or lack of time together.  We are the Bride of Christ – don’t we want to be with our Groom, getting to know Him more and more?
Our worship should say that the worship of God, the one who loves us more than all others, is worth more than any other pursuit.  If we pursue God in worship, seeking to know Him more, He will make Himself known to us.  We will have a deeper love relationship with Him and from this love a deeper and better relationship with others.  Others will see this God of love in us and be drawn to Him, wanting to know more about Jesus.  Worship can be contagious – when people see love expressed between us and God, they want to know how they can have that too.  Our worship can inflame cold hearts as we fervently pray for God’s glory to be magnified in our church and our lives.  Of course, this pursuit is often not the most safe or comfortable journey.  People don’t always want real heartfelt worship in their churches.  King David was criticised by his own wife for dancing and worshipping with all his strength before the Lord.  
Relationship and love always involve risk.  Love is never easy but it is far more rewarding than comfort.  We can settle for rules, “liturgies” (worship forms, which have sometimes become more important than their content), entertainment, false gods or we can choose to worship the living God.  Ps. 34:8 says, “taste and see, that the Lord is good.”  When we get a taste of worship, which is based on relationship and truth, we don’t want to go back to our former diet.  The more of God’s love we have in our lives, the more we want of it.  Seek to know the lover of your soul and the more deeply you know Him, the deeper your worship will become.  Your response to God in worship will be enlarged by your relationship with Him.  Seek Him and He will be found!
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