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Revelation 21:8-9



Children’s Christmas service ~ December 18, 2005

True Worship

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Tonight the children told us that the Magi who followed the star to Bethlehem found the Christ-Child with His mother Mary and they bowed down and worshiped Him.  “That is true worship,” they said, “giving ourselves to the King of kings.”  While that understanding is correct as far as it goes, it doesn’t capture all that entails true worship.  

The truth be told, as sinners, we are incapable of offering true worship.  By nature, we have neither the inclination nor ability.  Fortunately, our gracious God does not leave us to our own devices.  Through His Word, He gives us the motivation to worship Him and teaches us how to truly love Him.  

Please listen to our text and consider what our Lord teaches us about true worship in Revelation 22:8-9: “I, John, am the one who heard and saw these things.  And when I had heard and seen them, I fell down to worship at the feet of the angel who had been showing them to me.   But he said to me, ‘Do not do it!  I am a fellow servant with you and with your brothers the prophets and of all who keep the words of this book.  Worship God!”  Here ends the text.
From these words and actions of St. John and from the admonition of the angel, we understand that there are certain expectations and limits concerning true worship.  The first is the object of worship.  

Now I must confess that I am not able even to imagine the sensory overload John experienced.  John must have been amazed and stunned at what his ears had heard and his eyes had seen.  Perhaps the natural reaction at that point was to fall to the ground and worship the angel who has shown all these things to him.  

But we must be very clear here.  Wrong worship is wrong even if it seems natural.  Sinful worship is still sin regardless of the circumstances or intentions.  Unfortunately, each of us has fallen far short of the Lord God’s expectations concerning the object of worship, whether out of weakness, fear, stubbornness, or ignorance.  If we were to continue in such sin we would end up outside the state of God’s grace and under His judgment.  In his letter to the Romans, the Apostle Paul writes of this condition: “They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator” (Romans 1:25).

John sought to worship the messenger.  That’s not a comfortable situation for the messenger.  That’s why the angel said, “Do not do it!  I am a fellow servant with you and with your brothers the prophets and of all who keep the words of this book.  Worship God!”  Anything else is idolatry, breaking the 1st commandment.

Now, we consider the posture of worship.  Let it be sufficient to say that the physical posture is secondary and the truly significant posture of worship is one that reflects the condition of heart and spirit.  King David declares: “the sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise” (Psalm 51:17).  

In sorrow over our sins, which deserve God’s eternal wrath, we humbly present ourselves, like the Magi, bowing down before the King of kings and Lord of lords.  Because of our sin, we don’t deserve to be, so we don’t bow before Him trying to impress Him with how much we have done or hoping to gain His favor by any gifts we bring.  We don’t seek to be in His presence because of any righteousness of our own.  No, rather, we are here because of His mercy and grace in the person and work of Jesus Christ.  

Now for what is happening in worship.  The angel says to John, “Worship God.”  This means “God wants us to believe Him and to accept blessings from Him; this he declares to be true worship” (Apology IV:228).  “This is how God wants to be known and worshiped, that we accept His blessings and receive them because of His mercy rather than because of our own merits” (Apology IV: 60).

Today Christendom is plagued because the postmodern world with its emphases on tolerance, lack of absolutes, and craving for the new, exciting, and different has crept even into the holy place.  Worship has, too often, become an occasion for entertainment, where, as Paul wrote: “men will not put up with sound doctrine.  Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear” (2 Timothy 4:3).  

By God’s grace we have been blessed to have worship services focused on what God has done and continues to do for us in Jesus Christ.  Thank God for the good things He gives us wherever the Word is preached and taught in its truth and purity, where the Sacraments are administered according to Christ’s institution.

Let me restate the truth.  The worship service that pleases God is the one where the Good News of Jesus Christ is proclaimed… where the children of God hear the blessings of Baptism and live in Christ… where the people of God receive the forgiveness of sins, eternal life, and salvation in the absolving Gospel.  

That’s why we have this message tonight.  The program presented by the children and the songs and hymns are wonderful, fitting reminders of the great gift God gave us at Christmas.  But in themselves they would not be true worship.  True worship is not what we bring to God; it is what He brings to us for the sake of His Son.  True worship is when you receive these words of grace by faith:  “You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.  
