Worship
The Definition of Worship
In our church particularly, and in the United Reformed Churches generally, the desire is for all our members to know what we are doing in our service to God and why we are doing it.  In keeping with this desire, we begin a series of articles on biblical worship.  

What is worship?  The word worship is a shortened version of the Anglo-Saxon word “worth-ship.”  That word is somewhat self-explanatory.  To worship someone is to acknowledge their inherent majesty, dignity, or value.  In worship we declare their worthiness of praise and honor and offer ourselves without reservation to them. 
In Revelation 4 and 5, the Apostle John sees a vision of worship in heaven.  The emphasis in this worship is based upon the worthiness of both God and the Lamb (Jesus Christ) to be worshipped.  “You are worthy, O Lord,” the angels cry out to God who is sitting on the throne.  “Worthy is the Lamb,” they cry out to Jesus at His coronation.   The worshippers in heaven announce God’s worthiness of their praise and adoration.  They exalt or lift up God to be honored glorified and praised.  One part of worship is the exaltation of the one being worshipped. 
The second part of worship is the lowering or humbling of the worshipper.  In the Old Testament the word translated worship means “to bow down.”  To bow before someone else is to humble or to abase one’s self in the present of a greater being.   The New Testament word translated as worship also means “to bow down or kneel.”  In the heavenly worship in Revelation 4, the 24 elders bow to the ground and cast their crowns before God’s throne.  In doing so they are declaring that any honor or glory they have received belongs to God.  There is no room for human pride in the worship of God. 
Worship then involves two activities: the exaltation or lifting up of the greater being and the lowering or humbling of the one offering the worship.  
Two Aspects to True Worship
Reverence 
There are two aspects to the true worship of God: Reverence and joy.  

Reverence is a profound adoration, awe, and deep respect for the holiness and majesty of God.  In Isaiah’s vision of the pre-incarnate Jesus in Isaiah 6, the angelic beings, called seraphim, hover in front of the throne of God, cover their eyes and feet, and call to one another “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; The whole earth is full of His glory!”  Isaiah’s reaction to the presence of God is to exclaim “Woe is me.”  The holiness of God overwhelms not only the seraphim but Isaiah also. He is painfully made aware of His sinfulness and unworthiness to be in God’s presence.  

This attitude of reverence is repeated in the Apostle John’s vision of the heavenly worship in Revelation 4:8. “The four living creatures, each having six wings, were full of eyes around and within. And they do not rest day or night, saying: “Holy, holy, holy, Lord God Almighty, Who was and is and is to come!”  Wherever God is present all creatures, whether sinful humans or sinless angels, are overwhelmed by God’s holiness.  The result is to worship and praise Him. 

God has promised to be present when His people gather to worship Him. Therefore in our worship services each Sunday the primary attitude in the worship service is reverence.  We seek to foster an awareness that, because of our ‘creatureliness’ and our sinfulness, we are unworthy to enter into the presence of God.  However, we can and we may enter into God’s presence in the perfect righteousness of Jesus Christ credited to us through faith in Him.  Then and only are we welcomed into God’s presence and the avenue is open to us to worship Him with joy and thanksgiving. 
Joy 

The second aspect of worship is joy.  Joy is the state of being that finds great delight in the perfections and grace of God.   Joy is not something that naturally arises in human beings or any creatures.  God is the source of all joy. The fellowship of Father, Son and Holy Spirit is characterized as perfect and complete joy, as they delight in their love and in their perfections. All those in fellowship with God share in that joy. Worship could be understood as the believers being allowed to participate in the fellowship of the Three Persons of the Trinity. In worship God and his people join together in fellowship.

God’s mere presence in our lives is a cause for joy. Psalm 16:11b says, “In Your presence is fullness of joy.”  A major part of worship then is to rejoice in God for who He is.  As God reveals Himself to us in the Bible and in the creation around us, we are overwhelmed with His greatness, and marvel at His power and His glory.  Out of this wonder and awe comes the call to “rejoice in God”. God’s people rejoice in the knowledge that this great and awesome God is their God; the God who has chosen to fellowships with them. We rejoice in God for who He is. 

Christians also rejoice in what God has done. Our greatest joy arises out of God’s demonstration of love for us in sending His Son into the world to secure our salvation with his suffering and death on the cross. Spread through the Bible is the author’s intention to “rejoice in his salvation.” 

Worship throughout the Bible is then Christ-centered.  We always hold before the eye of the worshipper God’s great act of salvation that bring this joy into our lives. Coupled to this theme of salvation is the joy in seeing God work out that salvation in the world and in our lives.  All of life is worship therefore joy in God for who He is and what He has done permeates our lives.  “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again, ‘Rejoice.’” Philippians 4:4.
Balancing Reverence and Joy in Worship

These two aspects of reverence and joy do not seem to fit perfectly together.  Reverence is understood as solemnity.  Joy is viewed as exuberance.  Reverence and joy can then appear to be opposites of each other.  The question we ask is, ‘How do we worship God with fear and trembling and with thanksgiving and shouts of praise’?  True worship of God is a balance of both reverence and joy.  Maintaining this balance is difficult and requires diligence and determination. 
The Danger of Emphasizing Reverence at the Expense of Joy. 
One great temptation in worship is to emphasize reverence at the expense of joy.  In this error both God the Father and Jesus are viewed as fearsome Judges who are unapproachable and terrifying.  Our wickedness and God’s judgment on sin are emphasized with little or no presentation of the Gospel.  God’s people are left in without hope in their lives or joy in their salvation.  

In response to this error the Church in the Middle Ages introduced praying to saints and Mary. The hope was that God would hear the prayer of these saints, (who were already favored by God) and give grace to the undeserving worshipper. 

As history progressed the worshippers were excluded from participating in other aspects of worship.  The sermons were given in the Latin language which few of the worshipper’s could understand.  Choirs sang the songs of praise and thanksgiving in the worship services on behalf of the people.  The priest celebrated the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper on behalf of the people.  He drank the wine and they ate the wafer. The worshippers were passive observers who worshipped God vicariously through the actions of others.  There was great reverence in the worship services but the lack of understanding and participation left the worshippers with little joy. 
The Reformation tried to restore the proper balance between reverence and joy.  Jesus once again became our Mediator who welcomes His people when they come to Him in prayer or in worship.  The average Christian was allowed and encouraged to participate in worship.  The sermons were given in the native language of the people.  The congregation sang the songs of praise.  The worshippers were allowed to fully participate in the celebration of the Lord’s Supper.  Worship once again included the message of the Gospel and expression of joy in our salvation.  As children of the Reformation we benefit from this restoration of the true understanding of Biblical worship.  

The Danger of Emphasizing Joy and the Expense of Reverence. 
There is also great danger in emphasizing joy over reverence.   We have defined joy as the state of being that finds great delight in the perfections and grace of God.  There is great joy in worship because that is one of the times in life when our complete focus is on the Triune God and the salvation He give us.  We have this joy because of our relationship with God, not because of any outward circumstances.  Therefore worship can be joyful even in difficult and sad times. 

The great danger is when God’s people narrow their definition of joy to just being an emotional exuberance.  We define joy as happiness.  Often times in worship we will be moved emotionally.  It might be the words of song or a truth of salvation applied to our hearts by the Holy Spirit during the service that moves us.  We can be overwhelmed and brought to tears of joy at these times. These are powerful emotions and give us great comfort in our relationship with God and assurance in our salvation. 

In our sinfulness they can be a great temptation also.  The temptation will be to seek emotional experiences in worship. Joy becomes the goal of worship rather than the result of worship.   Churches create liturgies (order of worship) which are designed to avoid leading to the sorrow over our sin and include those elements that emphasize joy or happiness.  Items and songs are placed in worship designed specifically to bring out these emotions.  In the process the focus is taken off of God and put on ourselves and our emotions. God becomes an observer of our worship and the One who approves of our happiness.  We do whatever makes us happy or moves us emotionally.  The true worship of God easily becomes the worship of us and our happiness. 
The Covenant and True Worship
Worship then involves two activities. The exaltation or lifting up of the greater being and the lowering or humbling of the one offering the worship.  True Worship then is the activity of true believer who humbly offers to the Triune God the glory, honor, and submission which He deserves. 
Worship consists of two aspects: reverence and joy.  In the true worship of God, there must be a balance between reverence and joy.  The danger is to emphasize either reverence or joy at the expense of the other in our worship. This danger arises when God’s people distort God’s revelation of Himself. True worship arises out of a proper understanding of who God is, what He has done for us and the nature of our relationship to Him.

The term ‘covenant’ best describes the relationship God has with us.  God describes this relationship in the Bible with the phrase, “I will be their God and they shall be my people.”  This phrase first appears when God institutes the sign of circumcision as the sign of the covenant God has made with Abram and his descendants.  It occurs again as God’s people were being sent into exile for breaking the covenant God. God promised them that one day the covenant would be renewed and in that renewal the ties between God and His people would be strengthened. God tells them, “But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord…I will be their God, and they shall be My people” (Jeremiah 31:33.  Finally in the new heavens and the new earth in Revelation 21, the relationship of God with His people is described with these same words, ““Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and He will dwell with them, and they shall be His people. God Himself will be with them and be their God” Rev. 21:3.  ).  The foundation of the renewed covenant is the sacrifice of Jesus Christ for our sins.  This sacrifice earns once and for all the forgiveness of our sins and allows for God and His People to have this relationship. 

The phrase, I will be their God, and they shall be My people, denotes a special relationship that His people have with God.  It is personal relationship, but it is not a relationship of equals.  The relationship is best seen in the Prologue to the Law found in Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5, “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.”   God is the Almighty and Eternal God who comes to us mere mortal and sinful creatures. Through Jesus Christ and His work of salvation, He redeems us from our sins and calls us to faith in Him. Our response is to accept or reject those terms and receive the consequences of that decision.  Those who receive those promises as true for themselves then live out their lives in obedience and gratitude to God. This covenantal relationship is the foundation upon which our worship services are built.  

Worship is then a dialogue between God and His people.  In this dialogue God speaks in words of greeting, in the description of our relationship to Him, in words assuring us of the forgiveness of our sins through the blood of Jesus Christ, in words of instruction and words of benediction to us His people. We, as His people, respond to Him in songs of praise and confession of sins, in prayers and petitions, in gifts and in hearing and applying His word of instruction to our lives.  The key to balancing reverence in joy is in remembering the true nature of our covenant relationship with our Triune God.
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