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Worship with Excellence!

Philippians 4:4-9

Each week we have been examining new dimensions of worship.

1. How well we prepare for worship goes a long way in determining how well we worship.

2. We worship by coming into the presence of the Lord in spirit and truth.

3. We worship as we gather together in Jesus’ name.

4. Worship is actively seeking and actively serving Jesus among us!

5. Today’s dimension is to strive to worship with excellence!

Let’s begin by looking at Philippians 4:4-9.  Actually, the first paragraph from verses 4-7 deals with prayer which goes hand in hand with worship.  Then in the second paragraph, verses 8-9, we will look at excellence in worship.

4Rejoice in the Lord always.  I will say it again: Rejoice!  5Let your gentleness be evident to all.  The Lord is near.  6Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.  7And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

In a time of great economic hardship and amidst a world of crisis and troubles, how can we ease our anxieties?  We could spend all our time worrying – most people do, but that worry won’t help anyone.  We find in these verses two great actions we can take to positively deal with our worries.
First we rejoice in the Lord always instead of worry about it.  Paul repeats the command so we will catch the importance of it.  Rejoice in the Lord always!  How does this help us face our troubles?  Because it reminds us that in every situation the Lord is near.  As followers of Jesus we are not helpless or hopeless when we face difficulty.  Just the opposite is true.  We are helped and hopeful because the Lord guarantees that we will overcome the difficulty in Him.  Even when times seem overwhelming to us, the Lord is near to see us through.
The citizens of Feldkirch, Austria, didn't know what to do as their situation seemed helpless and hopeless.  Napoleon's massive army was preparing to attack.  Soldiers had been spotted on the heights above the little town, which was situated on the Austrian border.  A council of citizens was hastily summoned to decide whether they should try to defend themselves or display the white flag of surrender.  It happened to be Easter Sunday, and the people had gathered in the local church.  The pastor rose and said, "Friends, we have been counting on our own strength, and apparently that has failed.  As this is the day of our Lord's resurrection, let us just ring the bells, have our services as usual, and leave the matter in His hands.  We know only our weakness, and not the power of God to defend us."  The council accepted his plan and the church bells rang.  The enemy, hearing the sudden ringing of the bells, concluded that the Austrian army had arrived during the night to defend the town.  Before the worship service ended, the enemy broke camp and left them alone.  When we don’t know what to do feeling helpless and hopeless, that is the time to rejoice because we know that the Lord is near.  He will help us and will give us the promised hope.

Second, in the face of worries, we present our requests to God in prayer and thanksgiving.  I speak about this often - Turn every worry into prayer!  This is a motto of COV that I want you to remember - Turn every worry into prayer!  You will hear it again many times from me.  Turn every worry into prayer!

Is your life half empty or half full?  You know that expression about how we view life as being a glass that is either half empty or half full.  In other words, are we pessimistic about life or optimistic?  Benjamin Franklin once said, "The sentence which has most influenced my life is, 'Some persons grumble because God placed thorns among roses.  Why not thank God because He placed roses among thorns?'  I first read it when but a mere lad.  Since that day it has occupied a front room in my life and has given it an optimistic trend."

In the Bible the different perspectives on our lives can be summed up in this phrase, “Do you worry or pray?”  Do you fret and get anxious about your situation or give it to the Lord?  Mark Twain once said that most of the troubles he'd known had never happened.  Worry takes energy and hope away from our lives.  Prayer adds energy and confidence to our lives.  So we have a choice – We either worry or ask the Lord to take over the situations and troubles we face.
H. Norman Wright, (“The Perfect Catch”) relates an old legend about three men.  Each man had two sacks, one tied in front of his neck and the other tied on his back.
When the first man was asked what was in his sacks, he said, "In the sack on my back are all the good things friends and family have done.  That way they're hidden from view.  In the front sack are all the bad things that have happened to me.  Every now and then I stop, open the front sack, take the things out, examine them, and think about them."  Because he stopped so much to concentrate on all the bad stuff, he really didn't make much progress in life.

The second man was asked about his sacks.  He replied, "In the front sack are all the good things I've done.  I like to see them, so quite often I take them out to show them off to people.  The sack in the back?  I keep all my mistakes in there and carry them all the time.  Sure they're heavy.  They slow me down, but you know, for some reason I can't put them down."

When the third man was asked about his sacks, he answered, "The sack in front is great.  There I keep all the positive thoughts I have about people, all the blessings I've experienced, all the great things other people have done for me.  The weight isn't a problem.  The sack is like sails of a ship.  It keeps me going forward.  The sack on my back is empty.  There's nothing in it.  I cut a big hole in its bottom.  In there I put all the bad things that I think about myself or hear about others.  They go in one end and out the other, so I'm not carrying around any extra weight at all."

This third man understood the difference between a life of worry and a life of prayer.  He concentrated his life on thanking God for all his blessings, and he kept living in the freeing grace of God to remove the burdens from His shoulders.
When we live in the Lord and take these two positive actions in the face of worries, to rejoice in all situations and to turn every worry into prayer, Paul tells us the result is that we begin to live in peace in our hearts and minds.  When we live this way in faith in the Lord, not worry, the result is a peace that passes understanding.  Ruth Bell Graham wrote (Prodigals and Those Who Love Them, p. 44.), “A weary Christian lay awake one night trying to hold his world together by worrying.  Then he heard the Lord gently say to him, ‘Now you go to sleep, Jim; I'll sit up.’”
This peace that comes from trusting in the Lord confounds others.  It is not that Christians do not have troubles or trials.  In this world, those who trust in Christ still have failures, setbacks, disappointments, illnesses, cancers, and disfigurements, disagreements, conflicts, discouragements, broken relationships, loss of jobs, loss of money, loss of strength, loss of vision and hair, misunderstandings, confusion, pain, suffering, tears and sadness.  Christians are not spared from living in this imperfect world.  But those who trust in Christ live in this world differently than those without Christ.  We are not running around like the mad hatter in Alice in Wonderland, thinking all is in chaos and there is no purpose to life.  We are, even in the presence of the Queen of Hearts, able to keep our heads when all others are losing theirs.  Those living in Christ can have a peace that guards our hearts and our minds, so we don’t lose either our hearts or our minds.

Rejoice in the Lord always!  Turn every worry into prayer!  And the Lord’s peace will guard us.  Here is another great verse from Paul that tells us to do this by praying at all times without ceasing.  1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 (NIV) Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus.
We are to pray with thanksgiving.  A synonym for thanksgiving is grateful.  The word grateful reminds me of two things about the Lord.  First, He is great = greater than all my sins, greater than all my situations, greater than all my enemies.  Second, He is grace full, with gifts of mercy for me every day.  When I am grateful, I am thankful for all the Lord has done in His greatness and grace.

A Navy chaplain drew up a ‘Worry Table’ based on the problems brought to him by the men and women he served.  Their worries fit into five categories: 

1. Worries about things that never happened, 40% (of the worries). 

2. Worries about decisions already made and not changeable, 30%. 

3. Worries about sickness that never came, 12%. 

4. Worries about children and friends, forgetting they were able to help themselves, 10%

5.  Worries about real problems, 8%. 

His conclusion was that 92% of our worries are needless.

This came from Reader's Digest - Lisa Owens was facing knee surgery.  She was a nervous about it, so she asked her boss, the veterinarian at the clinic where she worked if he had any advice for her.  He was very comforting and without hesitation told her, “Turn your worries into prayers, get plenty of rest, and don't lick your incision.”

Let’s turn our attention now to worship with excellence.  Philippians 4:8-9, 8Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable--if anything is excellent or praiseworthy--think about such things.  9Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me--put it into practice.  And the God of peace will be with you.

The Computer is an amazing creation.  Yet computer programmers understand that you can't have bad commands in a program to run a computer flawlessly.  Even if it is inadvertently told to cycle endlessly and make a program ineffective, the computer is doing exactly as it has been told.  Programmers have a saying for this mess, "Garbage in, Garbage out."  So the programmer strives to remove every wrong command, called bugs.  When the bugs are out, the machine seems to effortlessly achieve the proper results.

The human body is a complex creation giving glory to the Creator.  It is designed to be used in specific and proper ways.  Consider the excellence of a professional basketball athlete.  The player coordinates the jump of the legs, the push of the arm, the flex of the wrist, and the flick of the fingers with the assessment of the eyes, all to provide the proper arch and distance needed to send the ball up and then down through a metal rim.  If any one of these variables is off, the shot will miss.  So the basketball player that wants to succeed works on eliminating the mistakes of movement and enforcing the right moves.  They practice the right, not the wrong.  For them too, garbage in, means garbage out.  So they practice excellence in to produce excellence out.

As this is true for the body athletically, this is also true for the body mentally and spiritually.  That only makes sense.  The same God, who created the physical body to function properly, also created that body to live in right ways mentally and spiritually.  Striving for excellence in all we do brings joy and purpose to our lives.  Striving for excellence in all we do helps those around us.  Striving for excellence in all we do honors the God who made us to be excellent.

Some of you are saying to yourself right now, “He is not talking to me.  I have never done anything excellent in all my life.  I just hope to be good in some way.”  Let me tell you that God designed you to be excellent in many ways.  Don’t sell yourself short!  You have never had anyone tell you that you are a 10 in something?  Well, today I am telling you that.  Everyone in the Lord is a 10 in something.  God designed you to be a success.  He is for you and with Him you can be excellent.

Now, understand carefully what I am saying is excellence.  Excellence is not perfection.  We won’t be perfect at anything, but we can be excellent.  We can do our very best and that is excellence.  How often do you try to do your best?  Not often enough.  None of us do that because we have learned to do just what is needed, what will get us by, only enough to skate on through.  That’s not good enough.  You deserve to do better.  The Lord deserves better.  He lived for you, died for you, rose again to life for you, gave you His Holy Spirit, gave you His gifts, and designed you to live an abundant life of excellence.  So don’t settle for getting by and skating through with the minimum.  Seek excellence in the Lord for you and for Him.
Think excellence!  Fill your minds with good so good will come out in your lives.  The first thing in the morning: Think God.  Ask Him what He wants you to do today for Him.  Take a mid-day break for God and see how your day is going.  Remind yourself that you live for Jesus.  Your life is not your own.  You were bought at the incredible price of Jesus dying for you so you would be His.  Take time for Thanksgiving often each day.  Say thanks at meals. Before every decision, ask the Lord what you should do.  Before you close your eyes, thank God for the day and ask Him what He wants you to do tomorrow.  Seek to be excellent in every situation every day for the Lord.  Worship with Excellence!  Give your best to God on Sundays and every other day of the week.  And God will delight in your actions and words that honor Him in praise.
As we conclude this message, the last one in this series on worship, let me share with you some final thoughts.  First, very little of what we have been learning has to do with just Sunday mornings.  Worship involves all our lives and all our lifestyles.  Worship on Sunday mornings means nothing if we are not worshipping the Lord the rest of the week with our actions and words.  Second, I want you to understand that praising the Lord brings us great joy because God created us to worship Him.  CS Lewis wrote, “I think we delight to praise what we enjoy because the praise not merely expresses but completes the enjoyment; it is its appointed consummation.”  When we worship, we fulfill our purpose in life.  Third, make sure your worship is genuine.  Lamar Boschman wrote, "When I worship, I would rather my heart be without words than my words be without heart."  And finally, remember that worship of the Lord is what unites us, because we can only love each other in the love of Jesus.  In The Pursuit of God, A.W. Tozer wrote, "Has it ever occurred to you that one hundred pianos all tuned to the same fork are automatically tuned to each other?  They are of one accord by being tuned, not to each other, but to another standard to which each one must individually bow.  So one hundred worshipers meeting together, each one looking away to Christ, are in heart nearer to each other than they could possibly be, were they to become 'unity' conscious and turn their eyes away from God to strive for closer fellowship."
Let our unity in Christ be the worship that reveals we are God’s true followers.  Let our lives dedicated to serving the Lord be the worship that expresses our love for Him.  Let our trust in Jesus in every situation be the worship that elevates us into the Lord’s presence for today and forever.  Amen.
