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We Worship Better Together

Let us pray that very prayer that was in captured in that song together. Lord as we open your Word it is really our desire, our desire is to see you, to have a fresh experience with you. Because you are alive and well and you are available to us if we just open our eyes. So open our eyes. Soften our hearts so that we may see you afresh and in response really surrender all. Surrender all of ourselves because we can’t lose when we commit our lives to you. We just can’t lose. You lift everything up in our lives and make them better. You make us a better person. So reveal yourself this morning in our worship and in this time. We pray in Christ name. Amen.  


Today we complete our series, 40 Days of Community. I hope you have had a good experience with 40 Days of Community. The purpose was to focus on the life of the church and teach us how we can deepen the love and fellowship within the church, then express that love and fellowship to those outside of the church - to be a Word of God to others that they may experience the same love, the same God that we know and we have grown to cherish, and come and worship every Sunday. 
If you were to sum  up the Christian life in just a few words, what would you say? As you know I can’t do it. (Laughter). How would you summarize it? What does God want from us? Some would say, “Well, he wants our money because all the church talks about is money.” Others would say, “God wants our service” or others might say, “God want us to be good. The key to the Christian life is a moral life or moral devotion.” Others might say, “Oh no, God wants us to go to church— attend church. You know, do the church thing! Be religious.”

What does God want from us? If you answered any of the above responses, you would be wrong. The key to the Christian life or the summarization of the Christian life is simply this: What God wants more than anything else is our heart. God wants our heart more than anything else. The essence of the Christian life can be summarized in just two words: love and relationship. The Christian life and the Christian faith is all about a love relationship with God. 
Scripture says this “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul and with all your mind.” This is the first and greatest commandment. The primary purpose of our existence, of being here, is to experience the love of God and then express that love back to God. If you miss this purpose in your life your life is ultimately a failure. You have missed out on what life was meant to be. You missed out on life itself. The Word the Bible uses to describe our love expressed back to God is the word, WORSHIP! Worship. Worship is expressing my love to God. Expressing my love to God is what worship is all about.  Any time you express your love to God, it is worship. 

And note, you can do that anywhere. Anywhere we express thanksgiving or prayer or confession or sing a song is worship. Now where do you worship best? You know, the times that I worship the best, when I am most thankful, is when I open up cards and there is money in them! It really lifts my spirit. It just makes me rejoice. How about you? Christmas cards are great for that. I encourage you to practice it. But anytime we show an attitude of thanksgiving that is worship. 
Some people find it hard to give thanks or hard to say “Thank you” or “I love you.” Is it hard for you? Is it hard for you to express your love to someone? Now there are a lot of reasons for it. Some people grew up in non-expressive, non emotional homes, so they learned to be emotionless. Others have learned to stuff their emotions. Others have been hurt. They have given their heart to someone and the person(s) stomped on it. So in order to protect themselves, some have learned to refrain from allowing themselves to love and be loved. They refuse to be vulnerable again, because they are unwilling to risk being hurt again. Still, others have been hurt by God or feel they have been hurt by God due to the circumstances of their life and they are just not thankful. In fact, they are kind of upset with God. They don’t love God because God seems to have done them a bad turn. And some simply don’t know how to express themselves. 
If you fit in anyone of these categories, I have good news for you. We are going to talk about ways you can express your love to God.  “How to express your love to God” is today’s topic. Again you can do that individually. Our purpose primarily today is to look at how we can express love to God corporately. I don’t know if your experience is the same as mine but I have experienced God in my private life and devotions and circumstances of life. I have been surprised by God many times in my personal devotions, but I have experienced God most powerfully in corporate worship. Has that been your experience as well? There is something powerful when God’s people gather together to worship. We really do worship better together.

A wonderful picture of worship is captured  in the book of Revelation, Chapter 5. Here is what it says…actually you are in this picture. You are being described because it is a picture of heavenly worship at the end of time. 

“Then I looked again and I heard the singing of thousands and millions of angels around the throne 
and the living being and the elders and they sang in a mighty chorus, ‘The lamb is worthy, the lamb 
who was killed. He is worthy to receive power and riches and wisdom and strength, honor and glory 
and blessing.’ And then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and in the 
sea and they also sang, ‘Blessing and Honor and Glory and Power belong to the one sitting on the 
throne and to the Lamb forever and ever.’” 
Just imagine that! What would it be like to have thousands, millions, singing and worshipping God. That picture really is my goal for worship. To make worship that expressive, that meaningful, that passionate. Someone said, “The goal of worship is to make it easy to find God and difficult to forget him.” I like that. 
Now there are many books written on the topic of love. There’s one whose title is 101Ways to Say “I Love You. We are going to cover all 101 ways this morning! …Again, there is more good news; I reduced it down to 5. If you want, turn to the outline in the back of the bulletin. I encourage you to use it because what I want you to do is rate yourself in each of these areas. 

What is the first way? The first way to tell God that you love him is by singing. Psalm 147 says, “Sing out your thanks to him. Sing praises to our God.” Now there is something about love and music that goes together isn’t there? It is the most popular topic, apart from God, that is written of and put to music in human history. There are more songs written in praise of God than anything else, but love is the second most popular topic for song writers. There are whole radio stations devoted to love music, isn’t there? I don’t know what there is about love and music but they go hand in hand. I know there are guys who don’t sing, who will never sing again in their life but when they were married they felt this compunction to sing to their bride. And when you heard them sing, you understood why they don’t sing anywhere else. But because they were getting married and were in love, they got caught in the passion and that passion had to be expressed in song. There is a huge connection between love and music. When you love someone you want to sing to them. That is why the Christian faith is a singing faith. It is not about religion. It is about a relationship, a love relationship with God. When you love God and have made a connection with Him, you want to sing about it. You want to sing to God

 Now rate yourself, not how well you sing, but how often that you sing. Do you sing rarely, occasionally or regularly? (Or if you want use the 1-10 scale, one being not-at-all) How would you rate yourself in the frequency of singing?
 I know some people who rarely sing and if that is you, this is my encouragement to you. My encouragement is to start singing. Why don’t you sing? There are reasons why people don’t sing and maybe one of these reasons is yours. The number one reason people don’t sing, and why they don’t sing in church if the organ is being played softly, is because they hate their own voice. They don’t like how they sing and they don’t want others to hear them. Now, this is where I give God thanks for Scripture. There’s a passage (written in the King James Version) that says, and you can quote it now… Psalm 101:1: “Make a joyful noise unto the Lord…”  It doesn’t say, you have to sing like an American Idol. All you have to do is make a noise. Can you make a noise? I mean, we do it at football games and in baseball stadiums. If you can do that then you can make a joyful noise to God too! 
Again, this is where we worship better together. I find it so interesting:  I have never heard a congregation that sings out ever sound badly, ever sound pitchy, or flat. Have you? Isn’t that something? How is it that God can take individual voices, who alone sound just awful, like some of you (Laughter). I won’t point out who you are but you know who you are. But put your voice with everyone else’s and together they sound incredible. God has a way of combining all the sounds so that corporate singing always sounds wonderful.  Again, we really do worship better together! We sing better together. And isn’t there something energizing when you come to church and you hear everyone sing out and the sound fills the room. There is something anemic when people sing quietly and softly. There is something energizing when you worship with others loudly, when everyone is getting into it, isn’t there? 
I encourage you to worship through singing. Worship is not a spectator sport; it is a team sport. It is something we are called to participate in. And there is value, benefits we reap when we do in that when we sing out. Singing ministers to you. For one, it helps you express your love. It helps you express your love to God. It gives you the words to help you express your love to God and it opens your heart like nothing else will. I know guys who do not cry. They are very non-emotional people, until they hear a particular song. Music touches you like nothing else will. One that always gets fathers at weddings is this one, “Butterfly Kisses.” You can’t help but get choked up over that one. Music bypasses the head and goes straight to the heart and expresses the heart and the soul of a person. So, let me reiterate my encouragement to those who do not sing, SING. It is good for you. You reap a value from it. God will affirm when you do He will lift you up. If you are depressed, I encourage you to sing. Singing will lift you and it will help you experience the love of God even more because as you sing and express your love to God your heart is open up to God. When that occurs, God comes to you and shows you His love and you feel it. As a result your faith is reaffirmed every time and your conviction is deepened. 
I know some people, and I don’t know who you are, who like to slip out of church during the last hymn. If you are a Sunday school teacher, that is just being a good Sunday school teacher. I understand your need to be in the classroom before your kids/adults arrive. But if you do it just to beat the rush or to get on with your day, I encourage you to stay and sing the final song. What you are doing is cutting yourself short. You are missing out on another opportunity to tell God you love him and for God to reciprocate and work in your life. Worship is not just the sermon; the sermon is part of it. I know some people who think that if you hear the sermon you got the good stuff, now I can go. Worship is more than that. Worship is expressing our love to God and the one way we do that is singing and when you miss the last song you are cutting off what God wants to do in you life. You are cutting off an opportunity for you to express your love to God. So I encourage you not to do that. 

The second way we express our love to God is by talking with Him. I have a thirteen year old. All of you who have a thirteen year old knows what I am about to say is true. My daughter is incessantly on the phone. I think she was born with a phone stuck to her ear. Why do they talk on the phone so much? Now, don’t tell her but I did this once… One time I listened in on their conversation just to see what they are talking about. What did I discover? They talk about nonsense stuff. Stuff that has no real significance, or real value. They just love to talk. Why? Because they know, instinctively, when you are in relationship with someone that you like, you talk.. and you talk, and you talk, because it helps you get to know them and they get to know you. Every relationship with a person that you like involves discussion or involves talking. It is how you get to know the person; it is how you express your love. 
Guys, when you were dating your wife I bet you talked a whole lot more than you do now. Why? Why did you do that? Because it is a way of expressing love and that you liked her and want to get to know her even more. A way of expressing love is by talking? When someone is quiet around you and doesn’t say anything, doesn’t shake your hand, what do you conclude about that person? Most people conclude: “They don’t like me.” You feel a sense of rejection. Why? Because you talk with the people that you love/like. Scripture says, “I love the Lord because he hears and answers my prayer. Because he bends down and listens, I will pray as long as I have breath.” 
You might ask, “What do we talk to God about?” Well, you talk about everything and anything. What would you talk to a friend about? What would you talk to your spouse about? What would you talk to your best friend about? Well the same thing is true about God. You can talk to God about everything and anything. Yet, so many people are stuck on this issue of prayer. They feel as though they have to speak to God in a certain way, that it has to be religious sounding and flowery with a lot of the “Thees and Thous,” and it has to be phrased a certain way to get through to God, as though God is scoring our prayers. And God isn’t! Prayer is simply having a talk with God— it is simply talking with a friend, someone that you love. And do you love God and are you talking to him?

Again, this is something we can do individually and something we can do corporately. Praying by yourself is important but there is something even more powerful than private prayer and that is corporate prayer. There is power when we pray together, isn’t there? There is real power in prayer. I see individual prayer kind of like prayer operating on a car battery and corporate prayer is operating on ten, twenty, fifty, how many people are here… two hundred car batteries all strapped together. There is power in prayer. It’s touching to have and hear someone praying for you and hearing yourself pray in public. There are many forms of corporate prayer. We pray through praise, confession, intercession, and petition. Now again rate yourself. How often do you pray? It is an expression of love!
Third way, the third way we express our love to God is by listening. Jesus said, “I am the Good Shepherd. I know my sheep and they know me and they listen to me.” How good are you at listening to God? Well, you might say, “How does God speak so I can listen?” Well there are a lot of ways that God speaks and one way which God speaks, or the primary way, is through Scripture. And there are a lot of ways that scripture comes to us. Scripture comes to us by reading it ourselves or hearing it read. If you don’t feel close to God and are having a hard timing hearing him, I encourage you to pick up the Bible and read it. I know some Christians who have said to me, “I don’t feel close to God. God has never spoken to me.” If that’s you, I need to ask: “Are you reading His Word, regularly?” If not, I encourage you to start reading it and before each time you do, pray and ask the Holy Spirit to reveal what God has to say to you. Then, listen. Listen to what God has to say. 
Scripture comes to us in other ways, through being taught, through Sunday school or small groups, through being preached, through it being re-enacted in the Lord’s Supper and Baptism. There are a lot of ways in which it comes to us. I know someone who said to me, “You know preaching is simply ministers giving their take on things. Sometimes that can happen. I know some who preach that way, but that is not the role of a pastor and hopefully it is not something I am doing. The call of pastors is not to give their opinion on things, not to give their take on things, it is simply to open Scripture and explain what God has already said. Good preaching is God speaking. It is centered on Scripture. Preaching opens the Word of God to its hearers and we listen to what God has to say to us. 
There is another way God speaks to us and that is in prayer. I was reminded just recently in a DISCIPLES class of the fact that half of prayer is listening. Now it goes hand in hand in communication. We do this quite naturally. When you like someone you talk to them, but that’s not all, is it? If someone is talking, the other person is…listening. Part of having a relationship with someone involves talking and also listening. How do you feel when you are in a relationship with someone and all they do is talk and they never listen to you? Will that relationship last very long? No, you see them coming down the aisle and you just want to hide because you know that they are going to talk your leg off. Or you send them an e-mail instead or you Xerox a paper to mail to them. They dominate the conversation. You know, half of talking is listening. When you pray, do you listen? Do you spend some time listening to what God has to say in response? 
The number one impediment to listening to God is rush. Listening is probably one of the greatest gifts you can give someone that you love. But so often we don’t do it because we are just in too big of a rush. We lack margin; we talked about margin a few weeks ago. We are living too fast a pace. God has a remedy for that. If you are living at such a fast pace life that you don’t have time to listen to God, God has a remedy for you and here it is:  Leviticus 23:3 “You have six days when you can do your work but the seventh day of the week is holy because it belongs to me.” I believe every day God is speaking to us, but are we listening? Are we slowing ourselves down long enough? Are we turning down the noise in our lives long enough to listen to God? 
The third way God speaks to us is through other people. Proverbs 11:14 says “Without good direction people lose their way. The more wise counsel you follow the better your chances.” Have you received good counsel as of late? Maybe it was from a friend or from a pastor. Are you listening to that counsel? That may well be God’s voice to you! One of the great frustrations in the ministry is to see people make the same mistake over and over and over again, and the only reason they are making that same mistake is because they are not listening to the counsel of their friends or their pastor. It is just frustrating because you know what is going to happen. You know they are going to be in your office or they are going to be in the same hole again that they just got themselves out of. You love them anyway and you know you will help them pick themselves back up again, but it could have been avoided had you listened to counsel. Listen to the counsel of friends and I put pastors in the same list as “friends.” A lot of hardship can be avoided by getting and listening to good counsel. 

The fourth way we express our love for God is by giving to him. This is true of all love relationships. When you love someone you just want to give them a gift. You want to give to them. Now guys, when it is your anniversary and you look at your loved one across the breakfast table don’t you want to give them a gift? Or, are you doing it out of duty? Now be careful how you answer this question, especially if your spouse is sitting next to you. You want to give! At Christmas, if you have children, you want to give them a gift. If you have friends, you want to give them a gift. Why? Simply because love gives. It is interesting in Scripture that it says God loved the world and how did he express it? “He gave…” Now I included a cartoon in your outline, if you haven’t taken a look at the cartoon, look at it now. I think it’s hilarious. It is every pastor’s dream to preach a stewardship message like that. I included it is because so often people have this perception of churches— that they are out to get your money. They believe that the only reason pastors have stewardship sermons is to try and talk people out of their money. And that’s not true. It is kind of funny but it is just not true. Giving is something you do because you want to express your love to God. There is nothing God wants more than your heart and if you haven’t given him your heart, God doesn’t want your money. The church doesn’t want your money and I don’t want your money. The reason for giving is not to meet the budget or for the youth group or to pay my salary (although it is helpful!). The whole purpose of giving is to express our love to God and to thank Him for what he has done for us. That is the only reason for giving. Does God have your heart? If God does have your heart, again, a way of expressing it is by giving. 
I read this on the internet. Someone said, “There are two kinds of givers. There are fearful givers and there are cheerful givers. Fearful givers think things like this: “I just can’t afford to give this week. I have to be watching after myself. I have to protect my interest. I have to protect my family. I have to protect my future. I won’t be able to pay my bills this month if I give. I just make too little.” Cheerful givers think this way: “You know, it all belongs to God anyway. He gave it all to me. I wouldn’t have anything if it weren’t for God. He has promised to take care of me and I trust in him. I have experienced his love and I just want others to experience the exact same thing that I have. That’s why I give - to support my church so it can reach others with the Gospel!” Which are you? Which are you, a fearful giver or a cheerful giver? Scripture says this, “Just as you excel in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in complete earnestness, see that you also exceed in the grace of giving. I am not commanding you but I want you to test the sincerity of your love.” It is interesting it says that the test of the sincerity of love is giving. Again, look at any love relationship you have and don’t you give to that person? Absolutely! It is an expression of love. Never give unless it is an expression of your love.

The fifth way (there are other ways we haven’t covered) to express you love for God is by being committed to him. Romans 12:1 says this, “Take your everyday ordinary life, your sleeping, your eating, your walking-around-life and place it before God as an offering. Embracing what God has done for you is the best thing you can do for him.” What we are talking about is commitment. Life is all about making a commitment. Commitment is what love is all about. You don’t really love someone unless you are committed to their best interest. Someone said this about commitment: “Nothing significant happens in life without commitment. Your commitments determine your future. You become what you are committed to, so search your commitments carefully. If you are committed to the wrong things you become the wrong type of person.” What are you committed to? Who are you committed to? Are you becoming the type of person that you desire? If not, here is my encouragement—be committed to God. 
What does that commitment entail? It entails five things that God wants in our lives or from us. 
· He wants us to turn the leadership of our life over to him. 

· He then want us to love what he loves and he loves the church and he wants us to join to become part of a body of believers. 
· Thirdly he wants us to know him better to grow in our love relationship with him. 
· Fourth, he wants us to serve his family, we call that ministry. 
· And fifth he wants us to share the love that we have experienced his love with others. 
Picture these 5 commitments like a baseball diamond. Turning the leadership of our lives to Christ gets us into the game. First base is loving what he loves, the church and it involves making a commitment to a local body of believers. We call this membership. Second base is growing in our love relationship. We call that discipleship. Third base is serving the family of God. We call that ministry. And home base is sharing the love of God with others. Looking at these 5 commitments this way, where are you? Which base are you on? Have you touched all the bases or have you skipped first and have gone straight to second or third? Where are you at in your relationship with God? Again, I encourage you to rate yourself. Think about it. 
Scripture says this, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.” We can do that by praising God, by speaking and listening to him, by giving to Him and by giving ourselves fully to him. He loves you! Are you loving God back? You will never go wrong committing your life to him because when you do everything in your life lifts!  Everything in your life becomes improved and you will enjoy your life so much more and have so much joy and hope and purpose. Do you love him? Does He know it?  
Let’s pray, Heavenly Father, Lord someone here hasn’t made that commitment and you are speaking to them right now. Father, I pray that you will open their heart to your love. You love them so much; you did everything for them.  Lord, may they open their heart and experience your love right now. Lord some of us love you but our love has gotten kind of cold. We are going through the rituals. When we worship, it’s not really an expression of our heart. It’s more an expression of our duty. As a result our worship has become rote, ritualistic, and dead. Lord, cultivate our hearts. Plow up the hardness of our hearts. Help us to give it all to you. Help us to listen to your good counsel, to talk to you as a friend, to say thank you for all the blessings we have.  Lord, help us to worship with a new freshness, a new passion. May everything we do be an expression of your love. We pray these things in Jesus’ name. Amen.  
