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Last fall the Tuesday morning prayer group added some time of Bible study to our meetings. We spent 10 weeks looking at the 10 commandments and talking about which ones are hardest to keep, and which ones are no sweat. The hardest commandments to follow seemed to be the ones about not worshipping false idols like money or time, and not coveting, since we all know what we would do if we won the big lottery jackpot. 

It is hard to obey these rules, they are challenging for everyone. But sometimes I think they have come to be regarded as mere suggestions. Like God just hopes that maybe we’ll stop dreaming about that big screen TV and get back on track someday. 

But these commandments are not suggestions. They are commands from our Creator. And God didn’t just pull them out of thin air because he wants us to be better people. The 10 commandments have come to be used as a way of determining a person’s moral goodness. Steal and murder? Not a good person! Honor your father and mother? Good person. 

Some of this may be true. But the commandments were not handed down to us so that we will know how to become better people. They were handed down to us for a much greater purpose. 
Exodus 20:2 shows how the commandments start. They don’t start with anything resembling a teachable moment like a parent might hand down to a willful child. They start with a reminder of what just happened to Moses and the Israelites and how they ended up in the wilderness. 

“I am the Lord your God, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; do not have any other gods before me.” 

Before we get into the specifics of what to do, what not to do, we are reminded of whose we are. We belong to God. The God who saves. The God of freedom and redemption. The God of new beginnings in the land of milk and honey. The God who is big enough to rescue us from even the Pharaoh of Egypt. Surely this God deserves our praise! 
As we go through the rest of the commandments we are guided on what is right to do, and what not to do. Not because God necessarily wants us to be good people, but because God doesn’t want anything to stop us from worshipping him. 
It’s hard to worship God when we are murdering our neighbor. We cannot worship God if we are staring at the red corvette in the drive-way next door. We cannot worship God if we are too distracted to make time for the Sabbath. Murder, stealing, selfishness, greed, pride. They may be unsavory character traits, but bigger than that, they are roadblocks to praising and celebrating the freedom we have found in God. 

The 10 commandments actually appear twice in scripture. Once in Exodus, and again in the book of Deuteronomy. In the 5th chapter, verse 15 God again says, “Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore the Lord your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day.” 

It is not merely a coincidence that God rescued the people from slavery and then wanted to have a relationship with us. This is a God of salvation and God commands to be worshipped for his grace. 

I’ve heard preachers make the point that God is not up there demanding that we worship him because he needs it, but that we feel better when we worship God. I agree that worshipping God can lift our spirits. And I agree that God doesn’t NEED us to worship him. But clearly God has commanded us to worship him. It is not merely a suggestion. It is at the heart of why we are here. 
We are creatures who have been released from captivity, brought into a relationship with God, more recently we have been saved by the blood of Jesus Christ, and we have been called to worship the creator. It is an invitation to have a close, personal relationship with someone so powerful that we enter into a true spirit of worship then we are taken back by awe. God is so wonderful and so full of love for the world that we can’t NOT praise him. 

Anyone who accepts Christ into their lives cannot ignore this calling. It is too beautiful to resist. The invitation is too enticing. The God of salvation begs us to NOT worship any other idols, keep the Sabbath day, and don’t let anything distract you from this purpose. 
Don’t get distracted by letting yourself covet your neighbor’s wife. Don’t get lured away from worshipping God by plotting to rob a bank. Focus on God. Worship the God who saved you. 

Worship has come to mean this one hour on Sunday morning. On the Sabbath day we set aside an hour of our morning to gather as the body of Christ and worship our Savior. It is perhaps the most important hour of our week. We come here to give ourselves to God and in turn be filled with the Holy Spirit. 

The practice of worship is meant to connect us with the living God. This practice should be as fruitful and passionate as possible. But what does it mean to have passionate worship? 
I heard a joke about a young, vibrant youth leader who approached his more traditional, straight-laced minister and wanted to tell him all about the new praise service he was planning for Saturday nights. There would be drums and guitars. The scripture would be broadcast on a power point screen. The whole service would be fast-paced and exciting for the younger generations. The only problem was that the youth leader didn’t know what to call his new service. 
The more traditional minister had one suggestion, “The Hand -basket.”
Some of you might agree that such a service would be a ticket to hell. But many churches enjoy fast paced music, with people dancing in the pews and waving their arms in the air, full of praise for God. Some churches don’t feel like it’s impossible to worship God in less than 5 hours. Or maybe even in a full day. Many churches meet in people’s homes, may only have 3 members and spend the entire time in silent prayer together. 
The format of a worship service is flexible from one community to another. As long as there is a desire to connect with God, then different practices of worship can bear enough fruit to feed a hungry people. We have a pretty traditional worship service here. Some people would hear the word “traditional” and think “boring,” “dull,” routine.” 

But I think we do a good job of making sure that our time together is vibrant, with good music. We have joy running throughout the services. We keep things fresh. Regardless of whether we have communion at the table, or whether the elements are brought down the steps. 
Sometimes we sing my favorite hymns, sometimes your favorite hymns. The services from week to week have elements that may change a little. Some services are full of emotion while others are more predictable. 
But always, always, our worship should be authentic. Passionate worship is real. It is not the act of going through the motions, showing up on Sunday mornings and putting in our time. Passionate worship has purpose. Passionate worship keeps us wanting more, there is an eagerness to come before God and give ourselves over to the Living God. And when we miss worship we feel that absence. That is passionate worship. 
One of the strengths of a church is the power of community. Friends who will share your joys and heartaches. But at the center of all that we do, there is worship. And when people have passionate worship then lives are changed. 
Passionate worship has a way of encouraging us to completely restructure our priorities, so this hour becomes the focus on our week. We long to be here, in this house, with this body of Christ, bowing before God and celebrating the grace we have been given. 

I think I have told you that when I was in college, struggling with whether to enter minister, my campus minister told me that if I was going to be at church all the time, I might as well get paid for it. It’s true. I was always at church. If the doors were open, I was there. Fellowship dinners, Bible studies, mission projects.
I never felt as close to God as when I was at church. And Sunday mornings were the best. The sanctuary was warm and inviting. The community understood that worship was meant to a powerful experience. 
Well, I don’t think I have told you the context of when my minister told me that if I was going to be at church all the time, I might as well get paid for it. 
One Sunday morning it was my turn to prepare the communion trays. I happened to wake up early that day so I went ahead and got up, got dressed and decided to go make the trays. Then I would just sit in the church library and study for a few minutes before Sunday School started. 
Well I did all that, I let myself into the church, poured the juice in each little cup. I put the bread in each tray. And I went to the library to study. I knew I was at church earlier than necessary. I was alone in the building. The Senior minister wasn’t there yet. The organist wasn’t there yet. It was just me. 
But it was just me for a long time. I started to get a little suspicious. Yes, it was Sunday. No, the apocalypse had not occurred overnight. I wondered why everyone was taking so long in getting to church. I was ready to get started. Finally, my campus minister came in the library and asked me how long I had been there. After listening to my run down of the morning, she smiled and asked me if I remembered that it was Day Light Savings Time. All in all, I had been at church 3 hours before Sunday school even started. 
That was when she laughed and pointed out that if I was going to be at church all the time, I might as well get paid for it. 

It wasn’t just that church was social outlet for me. Yes, I had friends there. But at church I KNEW that there was a purpose beyond the stress of school and work. Life was more than paying the bills, washing the dishes. Even more than going out to the movies or enjoying a party with my friends. At church, in worship, I knew that God was there. I was connected to something powerful. I met God in worship. I met the living God. The God who still hears our prayers and still loves us so deeply that we are forgiven for our sins. 
Yes, I could pray anytime. God hears our prayers any time and all the time. The living God is always present with us. But how often are we present with God?

The practice of worship is the intentional time that we set aside to give God our complete attention. It doesn’t matter how we do it, with drums or an organ, paper bulletins or power point on a screen. Worship is shaped by the love we give back to God. And passionate worship changes us. 

Passionate worship reminds us that the God who saved the people of Moses can still save a world in pain. Passionate worship reminds us that hope and joy are not just words tossed around during the holidays. They are real, life-sustaining gifts from our Heavenly Creator. 

Robert Schnase says that passionate worship is like a little, mini-Easter every week. A time to rejoice in the resurrection and begin a new life. Passionate worship feeds our souls as we take in the Spirit of God. In turn, it is an outpouring of the burdens we carry day after day. We lay our worries at the feet of God and know that God won’t ask us to carry them alone anymore. 

In passionate worship we learn and grow as we think about the Holy Word, what it meant for the first people who met Christ, and what it means for us today. But most of all, in passionate worship we give our thanks to God. Turning our attention away from ourselves, we focus on the majesty of the Lord. We sacrifice what could be a leisurely morning in bed so that we can show our devotion to God. 
1 Kings 8:6 says, “Then the priests brought the ark of the covenant of the Lord to its place, in the inner sanctuary of the house, in the most holy place, underneath the wings of the cherubim. …There was nothing in the ark except the two tablets of stone that Moses had placed there at Horeb, where the Lord made a covenant with the Israelites, when they came out of the land of Egypt. And when the priests came out of the holy place, a cloud filled the house of the Lord, so that the priests could not stand to minister because of the cloud; for the glory of the Lord filled the house of the Lord. Then Solomon said, ‘The Lord has said that he would dwell in thick darkness. I have built you an exalted house, a place for you to dwell in forever.”
This is the house of the Lord. Come and worship with full hearts. Praise be to God! 
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