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Introduction
If it’s okay with you, can I just ramble a bit this
morning? I want to kind of “think out loud” with you about
something that’s been on my heart lately, and which will
shape our time together next Sunday in a special way. We’ll
spend some time exploring a specific passage of scripture
before we’re through today, but I’m gonna get there “the
long way ‘round,” if you don’t mind. 

Being a Performer
You see, I want to be a Worshiper. As Jesus described,
…True worshipers will worship the Father in spirit
and in truth. The Father is looking for those who will
worship him that way. (John 4:23 NLT)
I want to be one of those — a true Worshiper.
However, unfortunately, when I was a little kid, I
learned to be a Performer.
If you’ve been around Hope for a while and have heard
bits and pieces of my life’s story, you know what I’m talking
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about. Because of numerous factors in my childhood
environment, and because of the natural bent of my “flesh”
— my instincts to try and meet my own needs apart from
God — I embraced a performance-based mindset (mostly
without realizing it).
As an adult, I’ve come to realize that my family was
simply incapable of demonstrating unconditional love. In
fact, I’m pretty sure that nobody on earth can demonstrate
authentic unconditional love, which is why we’re drawn to a
relationship with God as the very source of all love.
Honestly, I’m still struggling to connect to the idea of
God’s unconditional love, because I keep stumbling over
examples that remind me of the opposite — of the need to
perform in order to win the approval of people, of the need
to jump through hoops and satisfy other people’s
expectations in order to feel accepted.
I struggle with messages that shut down my own
expressions of what I’m thinking and feeling. Some days, my
broken old way of thinking feels like far too many people
can’t be bothered to just let me be me, to think out loud, to
wrestle with emotions and thoughts, to express what I’m
experiencing… I hear messages that I need to change in
order to be loved (or even wanted), and I start to fear that I’ll
be rejected if I’m transparent.
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So I’m tempted to dip into my childhood skills of
performing. Of being what people need me to to be in order
for my own needs to feel met.
If I can get people to like me, then that must mean I’m
actually likeable, right? That I’m worthwhile as a person, that
I have value, that I’m something someone might actually
want in their life (at least in terms of what I can do for them,
which may be the best I can settle for).
But take that performance-based approach to life and
apply it to a relationship with God. Imagine what that does
to a person’s experience of prayer. Of study. Of practicing
righteousness. Of worship.
Honestly, there are plenty of times when I’m just not
“feeling it” when it comes to worship. I can actually sit here
on a Sunday morning and sing those lyrics:
You unveil my eyes, help me to see
the arms of my Father encircling me.
And instead of being swept up in the wondrous truth of
how much God loves me, I might be distracted by the
heartache my own father is bringing to me and my family
these days. Instead of connecting with God, I find myself
connecting with broken patterns of thinking and feeling.

Page 3 of 20

But I quickly catch myself. This isn’t about me, right?
This isn’t about my father, right? This is about worship! This
is about bringing my Heavenly Father glory?
So even though I’m not “feeling it,” I might dig down
deep into my old “Performer” self and start acting the role of
a worshiper. Perhaps if I can perform well enough for God,
then the worship will be true, right?

Being a Director or an Audience
Ah, but the last thing I want as a pastor is for our church
to be a gathering of Performers — just going through the
motions of worship, singing the songs, completing the
routine… performing, but not really connecting with God.
But that triggers another aspect of my old, godless flesh.
You see, somewhere along the way, I’ve had the opportunity
to learn the skills of a Director as well.
I’ve been responsible for planning and organizing
groups of Performers. I’ve told actors on a stage where to
stand and how to say their lines. I’ve told set builders what
the environment should look like, and technicians what the
lighting should be like. I’ve worked with audio engineers to
use their tools to provoke energy or emotion.

Page 4 of 20

You’ve been a Director as well, whether or not you
realize it. Because we are consumers of experiences and
entertainment, we’re constantly making judgments about
how we think things should be.






When you praise or criticize a movie, for example,
you’re thinking like a Director.
When you organize your office or decorate your
home to shape an important environment, you’re
thinking like a Director.
When you choose a radio station to accompany your
drive home from work, you’re thinking like a
Director.

And, sadly, I’ve found that it’s easy to bring that
“Director” mindset into the experience of worship. In fact,
the really difficult thing for me is that some of that mindset
is actually needed as part of my job. I’m responsible and
involved in things like the environment of our worship. I’m
involved in setting the mood on a given Sunday with input
into the content and such. For the new building, I’ll
contribute to the staging and the lighting and the
atmosphere. And, as any of our Worship Team or Tech Team
can tell you, I’m an utter failure at keeping my mouth shut if I
think something should be tweaked, volumes should be
adjusted, performances should be changed…
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Ah… and there’s the problem. “Performances should be
changed.” Being a Director for worship can lead to creating a
group of Performers (which is definitely not the same thing
as a group of Worshipers).
I don’t want to be a Performer, and I don’t want to be a
Director. In fact, I owe people a lot of apologies for slipping
into those false roles all-too-often.
But I also don’t want to merely be an Audience. I don’t
want to be a spectator in worship. I spoke with a couple of
people recently who visited a church that had a very
polished musical presentation on Sunday mornings, with a
great band, theatrical lighting, smoke effects, multiple video
screens, etc. And they said the experience was really an
enjoyable show, but they noticed that there weren’t very
many people in the room that seemed to actually be
worshiping. They were merely watching. They’d become an
audience.
So how do we steer clear of the trap — the trap of being
Performers, Directors, or simply an Audience? How do we
gather together as true Worshipers?

Created for Worship
Some of you know Matt Redman’s song, The Heart of
Worship.
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When the music fades, and all is stripped away, and
I simply come longing just to bring you something
that’s of worth that will bless your heart…
The song dates back to the late 1990s at Matt’s home
church in Watford, England. Pastor Mike Pilavachi was
concerned that their church family had become consumers of
worship, and he was eager to lead them into a deeper
experience. But how? Matt says, “There was a dynamic
missing, so the pastor did a pretty brave thing. He decided to
get rid of the sound system and band for a season, and we
gathered together with just our voices. His point was that
we’d lost our way in worship, and the way to get back to the
heart would be to strip everything away.”
Hmm. Maybe there’s some truth to that. After all, the
challenge of gathering a couple of hundred people who have
all arrived from very different experiences throughout the
week and helping us all enter into the presence of God is a
complex task. Since the dawn of time, God’s people have
used music as one tool of directing our thoughts and
emotions to a shared message to the Lord… and that takes
some effort. For hundreds of years, various Christian
traditions have used all sorts of ritual and routine, liturgy
and habits, all in an effort of directing our thoughts to God
together.
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But if we’re not careful, we can reduce the experience of
worship to simply the various activities we use to provoke
worship. As Matt Redman reminds us, worship is “more than
a song, for a song in itself is not what God has required.”
Worship is more than music or traditions or rituals.
Quite simply:
Worship is celebrating the worth of God.
We worship when we praise God. When we declare his
glory. When we tell the story of what he’s done in our lives.
When we embrace the simple, beautiful truth that he is
worthy of our honor, our adoration, and our gratitude.
Worship is what we’re made for.
When our kids were making the transition from being
children to being young adults — a process that our family
called Threshold and celebrated at age 13 — the kids
memorized a bunch of “Q&As” about their faith such as this
(which we adapted from a group of English and Scotish
theologians in 1646):
Q: What is the chief purpose of man?
A: To glorify God and enjoy him forever.
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We were created for the experience of worship, so that
God might be glorified. As Peter once wrote:
You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy
nation, a people for his own possession, that you
may proclaim the excellencies of him who called
you out of darkness into his marvelous light. (1 Peter
2:9 ESV)

“Chosen to proclaim how excellent God is and show off
how he has redeemed us.” Sounds a whole lot deeper than
merely singing songs or reciting liturgies.

The Way of Worship
In fact, did you know that there are at least 7 different
Hebrew words in the Old Testament that describe worship,
and only 2 of them have anything to do with music?




One of those simply means to play an instrument, and
for worship that means playing the instrument for
God as the audience.
The other describes spontaneously bursting out in
melody instead of performing a pre-composed song.
The emphasis is on making it new, making it
something that comes from our heart in the moment.
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The other Old Testament words for worship describe…




bowing down in reverence,
proclaiming what God has done,
or extending a hand as an expression of gratitude,

In the New Testament, worship is described most often
with a word meaning “falling to your knees in adoration and
respect.” Other New Testament words for worship are
rooted in the idea of “serving God in humility,” or to merely
“be blown away with a sense of awe” before God.
The one thing that all the words for worship have in
common is this concept of submission. God is greater. God is
higher. God is exalted. God is worthy of our surrender — of
giving our whole selves for his sake, for his honor and glory.
It’s what Paul described in his letter to the Colossians:
Whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in
the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God
the Father through him. (Colossians 3:17 ESV)
Or in the 1st letter to the Corinthians:
So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do,
do all to the glory of God. (1 Corinthians 10:31 ESV)
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So when I carry in the groceries from the car, and I
pause to reflect on how the food on my table is a gift
from God, I’m worshiping.
When I bite my tongue and readjust my attitude,
choosing to treat someone with respect even if they
were being rude or hurtful, simply because that other
person is God’s masterpiece and I’m his
representative, I’m worshiping. I’m reflecting God’s
grace and seeking to bring honor to him.
When I paint a picture, or cook a special meal, or sing
my lungs out in the shower — allowing the artist and
creator in me to reflect my divine Creator — I can
make that an experience of worship.
When I work really hard at my job, striving for
excellence because I’m known as belonging to God
and re-created by his grace, I have an opportunity for
worship.
When I tell my kids about God and share the stories
of how he has led and blessed his people, I’m
worshiping.
When I get up early in the morning on a Sunday and
spend a little time quieting my heart, showering and
dressing myself, releasing the thoughts of the week,
and gathering with my brothers and sisters at Hope
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to enjoy our fellowship and stand before God
together, I’m worshiping.


And, yes, when we sing songs together — focusing
our voices into a single, emotional, celebrative
message from our hearts to God, we’re worshiping.

At least, I hope we are. Because genuine worship isn’t
found so much in the activity as in the attitude. What’s
happening on the inside is what empowers what’s happening
on the outside to be an expression of worship.

The Heart of Worship
Which means if we’re going to worship — if we’re going
to fulfill our God-given purpose of bringing him honor and
glory in every word and every deed, then we must turn our
attention to our motivations and perspectives long before
we start thinking about the mechanics and formats and
rituals of worship.
Redman had it right in his song:
Though I'm weak and poor, all I have is Yours: every
single breath… You search much deeper within,
through the way things appear. You're looking into
my heart.
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Have you ever noticed that the very best songs — the
most memorable and impactful melodies and lyrics — are
driven by passion? And passion is rooted in intimacy.
It’s the same way with worship. Bringing God honor
must be fueled by our sense of passion for God, and that
passion springs forth from the intimacy of our relationship
with him.
Jesus said:
…True worshipers will worship the Father in spirit
and in truth. (John 4:23 NLT)
Worship is not merely an expression of truth.
Though it is that… which is why our worship leadership
spends a huge amount of time thinking through the
content of what we share together each week. The
songs chosen tell a story. They’re an expression of our
hearts, and guide our thoughts along a path of truth.
So, for example, as we celebrated communion today, we
sang Forever, which looks back in time to the sacrifice
of Christ and the scars in his hands which will forever
declare how much he loves us.
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Then we sang God of My Days, which looks at this
moment in time and celebrates how much God loves us
right now in both the laughter and the sorrow.
Then we sang I Will Rise, which looks forward in time
to when God calls us home to dwell in his love forever.
Yesterday, today, and forever — together the lyrics
tell a story. (And, just to show you the challenge of
putting something so seemingly simple together, each of
those songs was transposed so that they could all be
done in the key of E, allowing one song to flow into the
next, and each was checked to make sure the vocal lines
were in a comfortable singing range for us rather than
the original key of the performing artists. The goal was
to craft an opportunity that would invite and involve us
into the corporate experience of praising God for his
timeless love.)
So true worshipers gather around truth. But we also
worship with our spirit — our life, our identity, our true self,
our connection with God whose Spirit and life we share as
believers. Worship is more than our words; it draws forth
the core of who we are. It involves offering our whole selves
— body, mind, emotions, ambitions, desires — all for God’s
glory.
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True worship involves content, and it also involves
passion. It’s not merely what we do, but how and why we do
it. (And, perhaps most importantly, who we are doing it for.)
And in order for our worship to be fueled by passion for
God, we must be intimate with God. Oh, sure, our Worship
Leadership at Hope might craft a setting that provokes a
sense of intimacy. They may choose music that stimulates us
to celebrate, or reflect, or give thanks, or whatever. But true
worship must first begin somewhere deep within us, and our
corporate experience or worship together must start long
before we arrive on a Sunday morning.
Worship isn’t what we do; it’s who we are. We must be
true Worshipers, expressing an intimacy with God that we
cultivate throughout the week.
I read a statement from a Christian professor this past
week about the heart of a true worshiper and the cultivation
of divine intimacy:
“The requirement for developing intimacy with God is…
being honest, vulnerable, and saying the hard thing to Jesus —
exposing my true self to the One whose character and
goodness I’m coming to know and trust more fully day-by-day
— as He also speaks the truth to me, making Himself
vulnerable, saying the hard thing to me… Every decision,
situation, or hardship becomes an opportunity to grow in
Page 15 of 20

knowing and trusting the Lord, because the Almighty God
Himself offers intimacy — sanctuary — in His love, as we into-Him-see… Intimacy can only be experienced in the present
moment… The infinite life is, therefore, one of ongoing
response to God’s heart of passion for us — a response to His
invitation to commune and partner with Him… now.” 1
So we end up living out exactly what Peter describes:
Grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and
Savior Jesus Christ. * To him be the glory both now
and to the day of eternity. Amen.  (2 Peter 3:18 ESV)
* That’s the first part of true worship: cultivating intimacy with God.


And that’s the result of true worship: bringing God glory because we’ve
cultivated this ongoing, passionate, truth-filled intimacy with God.

Our personal endeavors to draw closer to the Lord and
live out the fullness of our new life in Christ are what turns
us into a community of true worshipers. It’s what Paul
described to the Colossians:
Let the peace that comes from Christ rule in your
hearts. For as members of one body you are called

1

Dr. Myra Perrine, What’s Your God Language?, pp. xviii.-xix
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to live in peace. And always be thankful. (Colossians
3:15 NLT)

Let the message about Christ, in all its richness, fill
your lives. Teach and counsel each other with all
the wisdom he gives. Sing psalms and hymns and
spiritual songs to God with thankful hearts. (Colossians
3:16 NLT)

And whatever you do or say, do it as a
representative of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks
through him to God the Father. (Colossians 3:17 NLT)

A Challenge
Let me offer a challenge to each of you this week. (Of
course, it may not be much of a challenge to many of you,
because perhaps you’re already doing this as part of our
spiritual routine. But if not…)
Spend some extra time this week thinking through your
own passion for God. How is worship reflected in your daily
experience? If you grabbed a cup of coffee with the Lord and
talked about it, what might he say he’s seen in you as
tributes to his honor?


How have you expressed your gratitude for his
blessings?
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When have you told your story about how awesome
God is?
What has provoked you to declare his glory and
praise him?
What has led you to drop to your knees in awe and
reverence?

We’re talking about doing a “heart-check” here when it
comes to your own personal experience of worship as well
as your preparation to gather with others for worship.
Next Sunday, our Worship Team will lead us in a special
experience of praising God together. We’ll have the
opportunity to hear stories from a few folks in our church
family about how they have connected with God, cultivated
their intimacy with him, and responded in expressions of
worship.
Let’s prepare ourselves to arrive into that setting with
hearts that are overflowing already with our love and
adoration for all of who God is. Don’t “put God on the shelf”
throughout the week (so to speak). Don’t cut corners next
Sunday morning so you arrive feeling rushed and distracted.
Really make preparation for worship a part of your routine.
Be creative! Try something new! As God to guide you in your
connection with him, so that he might draw you into a
deeper encounter with his love and grace.
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Present yourself to God to be a true Worshiper —
pulled into our Heavenly Father’s embrace by truth and
spirit, knowledge and passion.
And, if you’re wondering where to start, perhaps sit
down with your Bible throughout this week — over and over
— and let the intensity and passion of Psalm 96 shape your
thoughts.
Let the music fade. Let everything be stripped away.
Simply come before the Lord… and let all of who you are
encounter all of who he is.
Psalm 96:
Sing a new song to the LORD! Let the whole earth
sing to the LORD! Sing to the LORD; praise his name.
Each day proclaim the good news that he saves.
(Psalm 96:1–2 NLT)

Publish his glorious deeds among the nations. Tell
everyone about the amazing things he does. Great
is the LORD! He is most worthy of praise! He is to be
feared above all gods. (Psalm 96:3–4 NLT)
The gods of other nations are mere idols, but the
LORD made the heavens! Honor and majesty
surround him; strength and beauty fill his sanctuary.
(Psalm 96:5–6 NLT)
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O nations of the world, recognize the LORD;
recognize that the LORD is glorious and strong. Give
to the LORD the glory he deserves! Bring your
offering and come into his courts. (Psalm 96:7–8 NLT)
Worship the LORD in all his holy splendor. Let all the
earth tremble before him. Tell all the nations, “The
LORD reigns!” The world stands firm and cannot be
shaken. He will judge all peoples fairly. (Psalm 96:9–
10 NLT)

Let the heavens be glad, and the earth rejoice! Let
the sea and everything in it shout his praise! Let the
fields and their crops burst out with joy! Let the
trees of the forest sing for joy before the LORD, for
he is coming! (Psalm 96:11–13 NLT)

PRAYER • SONG: The Heart of Worship
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