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We Worship Better Together
Romans 12:1-2

Better Together 40 Days Message Series with Pastor Mike Clark

(All Bible verses are New International Version unless otherwise noted.)

When have you had a great worship experience?  I think of many wonderful times.  One happened around a campfire outside a church in Pennsylvania with many other youth helping with a summer camp.  Another occurred at a Pastor’s Conference at Mt. Hermon.  The third was a great Christmas Eve service.  All three were very different in form, place, participants, style and content.  Yet all three were enthusiastic, encouraging and exalting experiences where we worshipped the Lord with mind, body and spirit.

Where do you worship best?  How do you worship best?  When asked “Where do you worship?”, many respond with “in the mountains” or “at the beach.”   They see God in the beauty of creation.  Those of church going persuasion respond with the name of their church building.  Which is right?  Is one answer better than the other?  Is worship a place?

Leland Ryken, author and Wheaton College professor, said this about worship today, “We worship our work, work at our play, and play at our worship."  We can understand Ryken’s observation if we realize that worship is that which we honor with our time, energy and resources.  Take a look at where people actively, seriously and regularly participate on Sunday’s and you will see what they worship.  Some sing in church, while others shop, walk, boat, sleep, garden, collect, watch sports, play sports (bike, golf, tennis, hike, run, swim, etc.), engage in myriads of hobbies, go back to the office or whatever occupies their weekends.  Worship is what we treasure and place our highest priority upon in our lives.
Is worship what governs our life?  Is worship seeking approval, achievement, riches, popularity, success, comfort, influence, desires, control or a host of other ambitions and pursuits?  Do you worship at the alter of any of these gods?  Is worship the controlling influence upon our lives?  Where do you worship?  What do you worship? 
If at the core of your lifestyle you are learning to worship the only One worthy of all our efforts, resources, time, talents, treasures, thoughts – life in the full, then you are worshipping in just the right place.  Worship is not limited to a certain time or place.  Worship is a lifestyle we offer to God on a daily basis.
Here is a Bible definition for worship: Romans 12:1-2 (NIV)  “Therefore, I urge you, sisters and brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God – this is your spiritual act of worship.  Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.  Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is – His good, pleasing and perfect will.”

True worship begins with who God is and what He has done.  Paul writes that worship is a response to the mercy of God.  The merciful God gifts us with amazing life.  We enjoy His beautiful creation, marveling at the stars, mountains, seashore and natural world.  We don’t stop and worship the creation.  We see the Creator through the creation, and worship Him there.  We pause and thank God for a brilliant rainbow, snow on the peaks surrounding the High Desert, or the huge redwood trees rising where they have stood for centuries.  The Lord blessed California with many natural cathedrals; Yosemite, Big Sur and Lake Tahoe to name a few.  We worship God for the joy of relationships, the depths of friendships and the bonds of family.  We worship best together.  God meant His great gifts to be shared.  Look at the millions of pictures we take of gatherings of friends and family to record those sacred moments.  Who enjoys an amazing experience and keeps it to themselves?  We share our wonder, love and joy in worship.
God in great mercy shared with us the gift of Jesus’ life.  He did not leave us to decay and death in a broken, darkened and confused world.  God sent His only Son with life into our world; to show us meaningful life, give us purpose in this life and to give us eternal life.  That gift of life comes to us free for the receiving.  Our salvation arrives by the Lord’s grace.  We live no longer as enemies of God because of impurity and unrighteous.  Through His victory on the cross Jesus shared His holiness with us, raised us from death in our sins and conferred God-life upon us.  There is no condemnation for those who are in Christ, no eternal judgment.  In view of God’s mercy – we live freely in Christ as fulfilled, meaningful and eternal members of God’s own family.  Every day we live in God’s mercy, and discover forgiveness and healing for our relationships, wisdom and strength in the Holy Spirit, deeper love and acceptance, and direction for our lives.  God is merciful.  God provides for all our needs, protects us from all evils, ensures our eternal future and watches over us while we sleep.  God’s mercies surround us every moment we breathe.

We can’t earn such love from God or demand it.  We can receive it as His great gift to us.  And we can respond to His great mercy to us.  We can let God know how grateful we are for His love and care and for Jesus’ sacrifice for us.  Paul details our response to God’s mercy as he tells us to offer our bodies back to God as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God.  He tells us this is our spiritual act of worship.  You can’t do that just one hour a week.  We don’t offer ritualistic, meaningless sacrifices and think that covers everything else we do all week.  A true act of sacrifice requires our whole body, mind, soul and strength each and every day.  
I am grateful we worship God today by living sacrifices not dead ones.  I am grateful we don’t bring bodies of animals to sacrifice to death when we come to worship.  Many in the world still do that, and most of the world did that before Christ.  I am grateful we don’t offer human death sacrifices like they did in the Aztec culture and many other cultures in human history.  I am grateful Jesus completed all death sacrifices with His one time - for all people - in all times - death on the cross.  He finished death sacrifices when He rose again from the dead.  Now we bring living sacrifices of our time, talents and treasures to honor the One who gave everything to us.
Paul explains how we offer our living sacrifice to God.  We offer our daily actions that show we consider God the great priority of our life.  We are not to be conformed to the pattern of this world.  We are not to be molded into a common, dull, lifeless shape like a giant cookie cutter or stamp mill spewing out the same product exactly alike in every way.  I like to watch programs showing how certain foods or products are made.  Giant mixing machines gather together various gooey ingredients and spew them out in long rolls that get stretched, chopped, coated, baked, bagged and boxed into millions of the same thing.  But I would never want to work in those factories every day making the same thing by the millions.  God makes people unique in size, shape, color, behavior, emotion, ability, experience and so many more ways.  This world wants to narrow down the choices, pressuring us to conform to certain expectations and designs that take the life out of us.  With peer pressure applied, we act in ways we don’t want to act.  This world robs us of human dignity and tries to remove the value of individuals, before some are even born and certainly after birth.  God created us with sanctity of precious and diverse life.  Don’t let this world take that away from you!  Don’t let this world conform you into something God never created you to become!  You don’t have to do what all your friends are doing just because they think it is cool to do that, especially when in the long run the behavior will harm you.  This is not just true for youth.  Strong peer pressure also keeps many adults from discovering God’s great design for their lives.
Worship means to be transformed by God in each new situation.  Russ Ackoff (Creating the Corporate Future) identified four approaches to strategic planning.  1) Reactive planning is planning by looking in the rearview mirror.  Many people think that by repeating what they have done in the past, they can be successful in the future.  The problem is that the future will not be the same as the past, so past reactions won’t help.  2) Inactive planning means going with the flow.  Let others decide the direction and hope the mass knows where to go.  This planning leads many to jump off cliffs following others jumping off cliffs.  3) Preactive planning is planning for the future.  This sounds like good planning, but the process requires being ready for every possible, conceivable possibility that soon overwhelms the planner in a myriad of choices for many things that will most likely never happen.  Instead, the very thing you did not plan for happens and you are not prepared.  The only real way to plan strategically is 4) Proactive planning to make your plan come true.  With proactive planning you set the direction and take it.  It works when the direction is known, when the vision for the future is clear; but does not work when you don’t know where you are going.  The only way it really works is to align ourselves with God’s vision for us; knowing the truth that does exist in the future; the hope that is a certainty; the faith that connects with the guaranteed promises of God.
Jesus transforms our lives proactively!  In Him we discover new direction and vision.  We become the people of God living by the power of the Holy Spirit.  We are the new creation in the body of Christ.  Be transformed by the renewing of your mind!  Think with the mind of Christ in the new direction of God.  Free thinking leads to fresh experiences of life.  This leads to life that replaces the expectation of nothing new, with a “yes we can” attitude.

A bus driver became annoyed with his job because he had to wait 7 minutes after every run near an open field which 'litterbugs' had made into an unofficial dump.  He often thought that somebody should do something about that unsightly mess.  One day he decided to get out and pick up the cans and debris lying around.  This improved things so much that he was eager to complete his route and spend all his free moments cleaning up the area.  When spring came, he was so enthusiastic about this project that he decided to sow some flower and plant seeds.  By the end of the summer many were riding to the end of the line just to see what the motorman had accomplished by doing what he and others had only talked about before.
The Bible teaches that followers of Jesus in the power of the Holy Spirit now have the mind of Christ.  Christ renews our minds to think in new patterns for new lifestyle actions.  Our brains work by pathways formed by repetition in our brain cells and nerve synapses.  Like paths in the grass, channels in the ground or depressions in asphalt highway lanes, repetitive thinking lays down trails in our minds.  We live by bad habits or good disciplines.  Practice makes perfect or drives us crazy.  We learn to play the piano or a musical instrument through repetitive practice, teaching our fingers to move faster than we can tell them to move directly.  Repetition enforces the behavior for good or bad.  The deeper the brain pattern becomes, the easier it is for the mind to go that path.  The deeper it becomes, the harder for the mind to change if the habit is negative such as slouching when we sit with bad posture or foul language that flows out of our mouths.  The deeper the mental pathway becomes, the harder it is to change the reaction it causes.  Yet, in Christ we receive new minds that replace the old ones with new grooves of behavior.  We learn new ways of thinking that lead to new ways of acting.  The new ways become entrenched in our minds that lead to greater resistance to temptation from the old ways.  The more we practice our lifestyle in Christ, the more we become like Christ.
We can’t just worship on Sunday mornings.  We must worship all week to let Christ into our lives.  We must let Jesus be the center of our Wednesdays just as much as our Sundays.  We must let Jesus affect our going to school or work just as much as our going to church.  Practice not just random acts of kindness, but daily acts of compassion and your life will change.  We need right thinking for right living, accurate habits for abundant life.  George Sweeting said, “The main thing is to keep the main thing, the main thing.”  John Maxwell said, “Efficiency means getting the job done right.  Effectiveness means getting the right job done...  Excellence means getting the right job done right.”  We discover excellence in Christ.
True worship is living worship daily in our relationship with God.  True worship is not just a Sunday experience.  The Bible’s word for worship “latreo” is the same word the Bible uses for what we do daily in work and service.  The Bible explains that our words and our deeds offer praise to God.  Worship becomes our mindset and our vocation.  Worship becomes our lifestyle when we think of doing everything in a way that honors God.
This lifestyle of worship wonderfully results in a very satisfying life.  Paul tells us that if we seek to be “transformed by the renewing of your mind.  Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is – His good, pleasing and perfect will.”  We can test to see if this worship lifestyle works.  The Bible warns us not to test God.  That means we are not to try His patience and judgment.  When God says we are not to commit adultery, He means it for our benefit.  Cross that line and you quickly discover the disastrous results.  Paul tells us that we are to test God’s will.  This means to learn to trust God’s will for our lives.  When I went to buy a new car when my old car fell apart, I took a lot of test drives.  I wanted to see if the vehicles lived up to the hype the commercials promised.  Many failed the test drive, but one passed, so I bought that vehicle.  The Lord wants us to take a test drive of His goodness and mercy for us to see if it is good, pleasing and perfect.  Take His mind, His way of thinking, His wisdom for your decisions, His direction for your life and see how good, how pleasing and how perfect God’s will is for you.  You’ve tried to do it everyone else’s way, and the results have not been so good for you.  So test God’s way.  Discover an extraordinary life in Christ here in Apple Valley and the High Desert as we worship Him daily with all our lives.  “Test and approve what God's will is - His good, pleasing and perfect will.”  That is one test you will be glad to take and pass.
Let’s pray: Lord we try to live in lots of ways that don’t include You.  All these ways come up empty and unsatisfying.  Now we are discovering life with You that brings joy and meaning to our lives.  As we place You First in our lives, we worship You.  We thank You for all You are and all You have done.  You amaze us in Your mercy, love, wisdom, power and plan for our lives.  Your will is good, pleasing and perfect as we follow You more each day.  Keep us following You Lord as Your family together.  Keep us worshipping You as Your Church together.  May many want to join us and discover the incredible Lord and Savior we know together.  May our worship be a beacon of light that draws many to You through our lives and our praise.  We love You Lord and give only You all praise, glory and honor.  Amen.
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