
On July 1st, I was at the Coast Guard Academy in Connecticut to see my son Stephen graduate from
officer training.  It was supposed to take 3 hours to get there, but it took 7 since all of New York
seemed to be going to New England for the holiday.  As we sat with Stephen at dinner after that
grueling trip, I told him “You’re lucky I love you, son.”  While I was joking, there was truth to what
I said.  That is because we knew before we went that the ceremony would only take 30 minutes.  And
spending even 3 hours (not less 7) to watch a 30 minute ceremony isn’t something I would normally
do.  Especially since we could’ve watched it online.   But I endured the drive because Stephen is
important to me.  Which is also why I bought him his first car.  It is why I rented trucks to move his
belongings - several times.  And it is why I did many other things for him through the years with my
time, talents, and money. 
   
The ways I show my love for Stephen is not unique however.  It is how I love  Jonathan.  It his how
I love Sandy.  And it is how I love a host of other people.  Not that I am unique.  I am sure you too
can list ways you do similar things for your spouse, children, family, and friends.  That is because
love is not just a word.   And love is not just a feeling.  Love is a way of living in relation to other
people.  And when it comes to those we love, we will go to great lengths to care for them, help them,
and get them out of the binds that life can put us all in from time to time.

As we begin a sermon series on the topic of worship, we must keep that in mind.  For worship is
more than what we do in a church service.  Worship is more than what we do as we walk in a park. 
And worship is more than what we do when we sit on a beach or look up at the sky on a moonlit
night.  Worship is about everything we do in relation to what we believe to be the ultimate reality
in life.  Worship is about everything we do in response to what we believe to be the center of all
things.  And worship is about everything we do in centering our lives around what we believe to be
the ultimate reality of life.  That is because in centering our lives around a particular thing (or
person), we are showing what (or who) we love.  We see this in the words of Jesus who said “no one
can serve two masters.  Either you will hate the one and love the other, or you will be devoted to the
one and despise the other.”  For that reason, we need to begin this sermon series on worship by
looking at the question “What Is This Thing Called Worship?”

That is because the choice before us is not IF we will worship.  The choice before us is WHAT (or
as we will see next week, WHO) we will worship.  For EVERYONE worships.  But what (or WHO)
we worship, may be different from what (or WHO) we should be worshiping.  And that is true even
when we claim to believe in God.  For what we believe to be the ultimate reality in life is what we
actually worship.  What we believe about where the center of all things resides is what we actually
worship.  And what ultimate center we revolve our lives around is what we actually worship.  This
means that in the living out of life, what we actually worship may not be what we claim we worship. 
It is what we choose to actually love that we actually worship.

And that might be a problem if what we choose to love above all else is not God (for as Jesus says,
our ultimate love - and what we center our lives around - can’t be God and something else; it will
be one or the other.  Jesus says that is just how life works).  We see this in Psalm 95.  It tells us that
if we want to follow Jesus we must “bow down in worship” to God alone.  It tells us that if we desire
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to be a disciple of Jesus we must “kneel before our Maker,” and not something else.  And it tells us
that it we claim to be a Christian, we must not “harden our hearts” and “test” the Lord by
worshiping ourselves or the idols we can be tempted to fashion from other created things.  To
understand this, we need to start at the beginning.

The book of Genesis, the very first book of the Bible, opens with the statement that “in the beginning
God created the heavens and the earth.”  It does so to set the stage for everything that will be said
afterward by declaring that God, and God alone, is the ultimate reality in life, that which all of
creation centers around.  For only God has existed forever.  The world only exists because God
created it.  And because God created it, it has no life of its own.  For the life it was not only given
initially, but continues to be given, comes from God.  As a result, without the ongoing decision by
God to sustain it, the world would cease to exist.  This is why the psalmist can look at nature, and
rather than be in awe as if it exists in its own right), declare “when I consider your heavens, the work
of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place [I wonder] what is mankind that
you are mindful of them?”

It is why the psalmist can declare as an act of faith that “You [God] have made them a little lower
than the angels and crowned them with glory and honor.”  And it is why as an act of worship, the
psalmist can say “how majestic is your name in all the earth!”  That is because he understood that
God is the ultimate reality from which all other aspects of reality flow.  He understood that God is
the center of all things, and all creation depends on Him for its continuing existence.  And he
understood that we must choose to revolve our lives around - and love - that ultimate reality if we
are going to live as the beings we were created to be.  We see why the psalmist would have thought
that when we move further into the creation story.  

The 1st chapter of Genesis goes on to say not only that God created all things “ex nihilo,” which is
Latin for “out of nothing,” He did so by saying “let there be light,” and there was light.  He did so
by saying “let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to separate the day from the night,” and it was
so.  And He did so by saying “let the water teem with living creatures, and let birds fly above the
earth,” and it happened.  And finally, He did so by saying “Let us make humans in our image, in our
likeness.”  IN OUR LIKENESS.  Through the ages, biblical scholars have given numerous
explanations about what that might mean.  One thing it means that is helpful to answer the question
“what is this thing called worship?” is that God created us for relationship.  

Being created for relationship is not just something that speaks to our involvement with other
humans, however.  It also speaks to our involvement with God.  That is because the being in whose
“image” or “likeness” we have been created is a being of triune relationship: Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit.  So, it stands to reason that a being of triune relationship would create the world (and the
humans within it) to be in relationship with Him.  But being in relationship with the natural world
is not always satisfying - at least for us humans.

I enjoy nature.  But every time I trim the bushes at the house (which I trimmed the year before), and
every time I cut the grass (which I cut last week), I am reminded how my relationship with the world
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seems to be a one sided thing.  Which might be why God moved from creating light to land to birds
to four footed animals.  For each of those things can give pleasure, and each a little more pleasure
than the last.  But overall each of those things require work to care for them, and none of them seem
to reciprocate that work very well.  
   
Since we humans were created in God’s “image” and “likeness,” we can reciprocate however.  We
can do things to be in relationship with God.  We can do things to spend time with God.  And we
can show our love for God in how we use our time, talents, and treasure.  We see this in the second
book of the Bible, Exodus.  For in the Exodus story, we are told how as Israel left Egypt, God laid
out for them how to be in relationship with Him.  And He did so in 10 commands, saying in the first
“you shall have no other gods before me,” and in the second “you shall not make for yourself an
idol.”  But God didn’t give that first command because He thought there were other gods with whom
we might seek to be in relationship.  And He didn’t give the second command because He failed to
realize a carved hunk of wood couldn’t develop divine powers.

He gave those two commands because in giving us free will (which is also an aspect of being created
in His “image” and “likeness”), He knew we might be tempted not to live in relationship with Him. 
That is because relationships of love require that people choose to participate, so we could choose
to love something - or someone - else.  What’s more, God knew that unless He made cleart how to
live in relationship with Him, we might get confused and end up worshiping ourselves (and believing
the world centers around us (like Adam and Eve) or worshiping something - or someone - else (and
believing IT or THEY will give us pleasure and happiness (as Cain and the people of Noah’s day had
done), and suffering as a result.

This doesn’t mean God needs us to worship Him however.  He gave us those two commands because
WE need to worship Him.  That is because of what worship IS.  For as I said earlier, worship is not
just what we do in a church service.  Worship is not just what we do when we walk in a park.  And
worship is not just what we do when we sit on a beach or look up at the sky on a moonlit night. 
Worship is what we do in relation to what we believe to be the ultimate reality in life.  Worship is
what we do in response to what we believe to be the center of all things.  And worship is what we
do to center our lives around what we believe to be the ultimate reality of life.  That is because in
centering our lives around a particular thing (or person), we are showing what (or who) we love. 
And since we were created in the “image” and “likeness” of a being who is perfect love, we WILL
choose to love something (or someone) and we WILL  choose to center our lives around what (or
who) we love.

So the answer to the question “What is this thing called worship?” is that worship is placing GOD
at the center of our lives.  Worship is placing GOD’S WAYS at the core of how we live.  And
worship is not only saying words of praise to God in a Sunday morning service, but letting those
words guide what we do in our relationships with other people on the other six days.  For we cannot
truly worship God on Sunday if our actions toward other people on the other six days are not in
harmony with God’s ways.  Which is why greed is wrong; it is choosing to worship wealth rather
than the generous God who created us.  It is why selfishness is wrong; it is choosing to worship

3



ourselves rather than the selfless God who created us.  And it is why racism is so wrong; for it
choosing to worship one race over another when ALL of us have been created in the “image” and
“likeness” of God.
   
To ponder if you truly worship the Triune God, I invite you to therefore do several things.  First, I
invite you to look at your calendar for the last month.  How much time have you spent seeking to
deepen your relationship with God?  Second, I invite you to ponder how you used your talents and
abilities over the last month.  How often did you use those things to help someone in Jesus’ name? 
Finally, I invite you to audit your spending for the last month.  How much did you spend helping
God bring about HIS will “on earth as in heaven?”  In the pages of the Bible, God says those 3
measurements will tell you - and the world around you - everything that is needed to know to
determine how well you actually worshiped Him last month, or whether you worshiped something -
or someone - else.
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