Worship in Heaven

In our study of the Old Testament temple and its worship, we have learned that the temple building, the furniture and the practices all pointed to and pictured Jesus Christ and the salvation He secured for us.  Where did the design of the temple and its worship come from?  Hebrews 8:5 tells us “They (the priests) serve at a sanctuary that is a copy and shadow of what is in heaven.”  The Old Testament tabernacle/temple and its worship was a patterned after heaven and its worship of God.  I think it might be wise at this time to look at the heavenly worship to see what elements of the temple worship was fulfilled and replaced by Jesus and what remains. This should help us in our study of what God requires in worship today.

While living in exile on the Island of Patmos the Apostle John was taken up to heaven in a vision and describes what he witnessed.  In Revelation 4-5 he describes that heavenly worship of God.  He begins his description with the throne located in the center of heaven, with God sitting on the throne.  

Changes from Old Testament Temple Furniture and Practices
As John begins his description of the heavenly worship, the first thing we notice is that there are no walls or curtains separating God from the saints.  The saints in heaven have been clothed in the robes of righteousness. They stand before God and God lives among them.  Jesus Christ has taken away the requirement for separation between God and His people. God’s holiness remains. The sin of His people has been taken away and they have been made holy. 

The description begins, then, in the Holy of Holies in the earthly temple. The Holy of Holies was a picture of the throne of God.  Inside the Holy of Holies, the Ark of the Covenant pictured God’s throne. On either side of the Ark was the sculpture of two angels, called cherubim.  These two sculptures represented the four living creatures in heaven who surround the throne and who offer worship to God continually in heaven. The only change from the Holy of Holies on earth to heaven is the removal of the walls of separation. 

We notice that in the description of heaven, there is no altar for sacrifices and burnt offerings.  In Revelation 5, Jesus is pictured as ‘a lamb who has been slain.’ He is pictured this way in the vision to remind and reassure God’s people that His sacrifice for our sin on the cross is sufficient for all the elect believers for all time.  Referring to Jesus Hebrews 10:12, says, “But when this priest had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God.”  In this heavenly vision Jesus is pictured as the sacrifice that makes us righteous and holy and removes the separation between God and us. 
Heavenly Worship: Fellowship with the Triune God
Old Testament and New Testament worship practices reflect different stages in our standing with God.  Last week we noticed in John’s vision of heavenly worship that several pieces of furniture that were missing in the Old Testament tabernacle/temple worship.  These pieces of furniture are not needed because they pictured Jesus’ sacrifice for sin and therefore were fulfilled when He died on the cross. However several pieces of furniture are present in the heavenly worship. 

The tabernacle item identified in heaven is the seven lamps (most likely seven lamps located on one lampstand).  These lamps are identified as the seven Spirits (sevenfold Spirit) of God.  The seven lamps in heaven are tied directly to the Spirit-filled churches are earth. In Revelation 1, John sees the vision of Jesus who is walking among the seven lampstands.  In Revelation 2-3, Jesus addresses the church through His Spirit and calling them to repentance and assuring them of His rule and care over them. The threat to the church of Ephesus for the failure to repent is to remove their lampstand (remove the Holy Spirit from their church).  The lamps/lampstand representing the Holy Sprit remains in the heavenly worship. 

The second item that remains is the altar of incense.  The sacrifice made on this altar pictured the prayers of the saints going up to heaven.  In the heavenly worship this altar remains in use, pointing us to the importance of prayer in the life of the congregation and the individual Christian.   In Revelation 5:8, John sees twenty-four elders surrounding the throne The elders represent the Old and New Testament churches.  We are told “Each one had a harp and they were holding golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints.” The harps are for singing and represent the worship God’s people as priests bring to Him.  The bowls of incense,- we are told, are the prayers of the saints.  In Revelation 8:2-4, we see “Another angel, who had a golden censer, came and stood at the altar. He was given much incense to offer, with the prayers of all the saints, on the golden altar before the throne. 4The smoke of the incense, together with the prayers of the saints, went up before God from the angel's hand.” Interestingly enough, it is the prayers of the saints that initiate God’s judgments on the earth in the vision. 

In the end, heavenly worship is centered upon the Triune God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  The items from the tabernacle/temple that continue in heaven are the throne of God, from which Christ and the Father rule over the earth and history, the lampstands representing the Holy Spirit, Jesus Christ as the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world and the altar of incense that represents the prayers of the saints. These items give us direction in determining and setting up our worship services so that they conform to God’s command concerning worship. 
Worship in the Heaven - Singing
We have seen that our worship on earth is patterned after the worship in heaven.  Old Testament worship practices were transformed by Jesus Christ and His work of salvation. Those Old Testament worship practices which pointed to Him and His sacrifice for sin are no longer useful or appropriate for New Testament worship.  In the New Testament age we now focus on the finished work of salvation Jesus accomplished for us with His perfect life and death on the cross. Prayer is another Old Testament worship practice that continues in heaven and should be included in New Testament worship. Worship throughout the ages is to be focused on the Triune God and the wonders He has performed. 

There is however one item described in the heavenly worship that we have not discussed in our examination of Old Testament worship.  We read in Revelation 5, when Jesus Christ appears in heaven as a lamb that has been slain.  He is exalted to the throne of God to rule at God’s right hand. His Kingship over the world is symbolized by His ability and right to open the scrolls.  These scrolls represent the future history of the world.  As King, Jesus can now rule over history and bring it to its proper completion.  Included in that history is the authority to bring to salvation all those whom God has chosen and who have come to faith in Jesus Christ in their lives.  This glorious reign of Christ is celebrated in song by all the inhabitants of heaven and earth.

The first group that bursts forth in singing is the twenty four elders in heaven.  We are told they sing a new song.  The subject of their song is the work of Jesus Christ and the salvation that comes to people of all different nations, ethnic groups and languages.
The second group is the hundreds of millions of angels in heaven.  As witness of the story of salvation they sing a sevenfold blessing on the Lamb because of His accomplishments.  It is interesting that even in heaven where the salvation of God’s people has been fully accomplished; the death of Jesus Christ is the focus of their worship.   

Finally, we are told all the creatures on the earth join with the saints and angels in singing a song with a fourfold blessing upon both God as Creator and Jesus as Savior.  This scene reminds us of the Psalmist’s call in Psalm 103:19-20 22.  “LORD has established his throne in heaven, and his kingdom rules over all.  Praise the LORD, you his angels, you mighty ones who do his bidding, who obey His word… Praise the LORD, all his works everywhere in his dominion.  Praise the LORD, O my soul.”
The worship in heaven is joyful and it is reverent. In heaven singing is an important part of the worship of God.  In our worship services we join the saints and angels in heaven and all our fellow believers on earth in earth praising our God in song.  All creation praises God for who He is and what he has done for us and all believers.  

