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In the mid 1990s I moved to Vancouver to do graduate work at Regent College.  While there, and 
in the first several years upon my return to Ontario, I attended a number of different churches:  
United, Presbyterian, non-denominational community churches, Pentecostal, Christian Reformed, 
Anglican, Baptist, Free Methodist, and a house church.  I was employed or volunteered at some 
of these churches, at others I just sat in the pew.  I stayed at some of these churches for a period 
time, while at others I only attended for a few weeks.  In none of these churches did I feel at 
home, or experience what I thought I wanted or needed in a church.  
 
During this period, I always had a good reason for leaving and trying something else:  I was 
frustrated with the way that some churches did the music, I felt that my time would have been 
better spent on something more interesting than to listen to a preacher preach on what I call 
“Christianity Lite” – a version of belief and discipleship that is easy and complacent and requires 
nothing more of me than sitting in the pew. In some churches I was uncomfortable with having to 
shake the hands of strangers. At some I was uncomfortable with the “emotionalism”.  At others I 
didn’t like the lack of passion.  At some I strongly disagreed with the theology preached, and at 
others I left feeling frustrated that there was no underlying theology.  
 
My experiences left me wondering why I should bother with church.  Why waste a Sunday 
morning being uncomfortable or bored out of my tree with folks I don’t know. 
 
I know Christians who no longer attend any church because they get nothing out of it. For some, 
church is something you are supposed to “get something out of”.  More post-modern types are no 
longer content to live with conventions, societal expectations and triviality.  And so, many simply 
do not bother with church.  I was close to abandoning the communal gathering of believers for 
these reasons. 
   
Then something happened.  I can’t explain how this thing came to be, but God gave me a swift 
kick in the bottom.  Suddenly, I was confronted with my arrogance and Christian snobbery by 
thinking that my church preferences were more important than actual worship. It was at this point 
that I realized that participation in corporate worship had very little to do with me at all; that my 
grumbling participation in a Sunday morning service was the result of me being full of myself, 
my own ideas, my own comfort level, and my own inclinations.  My no to these other believers 
was really a resounding NO to participate in God’s holiness, God’s worthiness, God’s wonder, 
God’s glory – among and within a people whom God had chosen.  I realized that true worship 
had little to do with the style of music or with the personality of the preacher or with the quirks of 
a particular congregation and had everything to do with God, who in his love was present with 
his people in Jesus Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit.   
 
Since that time, I have spent a lot of time thinking about God and how he is present in worship, 
what worship is, and how he calls his people to participate in it. 
 
This morning, I’d like to share with you a little of what I have learned about worship over the 
past several years. 
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First, many of us have grown up in a tradition that looks at worship as something we do.  We go 
to church, we sing and pray, we listen to God’s word, we intercede for the troubles in the world, 
we offer our time, talents, and money to God. 
 
However, this view denies the High Priesthood of Christ who is the only perfect priest on our 
behalf, and who has already made the only acceptable offering to God in himself.   
God has already provided for us that Response which alone is acceptable.  
 
Worship is the gift of participating through the Spirit, in the Son’s communion with the Father.  
It is the gift of participating, in union with Christ, in what he has done for us once and for all in 
his life and death on the cross, and in what he is continuing to do for us in the presence of the 
Father. 1    Worship is a gift.  It is the gift of participating in what Jesus is already doing. 
 
Gifted Response in Union with Jesus’ own offering to the Father: 
Over the last several weeks we have been exploring what it means to say that we are united to 
Jesus in his own perfect humanity and how that union is worked out in various aspects of 
Christian belief.  Jesus, as the perfect human, offers himself perfectly to the Father.  As we are 
united to him, our own responses given to us by the Holy Spirit, are joined with Jesus’ offering, 
made perfect, and offered to the Father through him.  The book of Hebrews tells us that Jesus 
lives eternally to make intercession for us (Heb 7:25).  Paul tells us that we have been raised with 
Christ and are seated with him in the heavenly places (Eph 2:4-9).  With and in Christ, our 
responses to God’s love and salvation are perfectly offered to the Father.   In this way, we 
proclaim that the High Priesthood of Jesus is sufficient, and that as we are united to Jesus Christ, 
we share (participate) in his own final offering to the Father, in and through the Holy Spirit. 
 
In this way, our worship is a gifted response to who God is and what God is doing.  This means 
that our response begins with God himself, and is enabled by the Holy Spirit.  Worship doesn’t 
arise from our own efforts at sincerity and devotion. Yes, we sing songs of praise, we pray, we 
receive God’s word, we offer love, devotion, and joyous recognition of God’s ultimate value.  
But we do this not primarily of our own effort.  We do this only as we are united to Jesus and 
share in his own offering.   
 
Whole Response: 
We might ask what this “participation” in Jesus’ worship actually looks like.  There are many 
images of worship that are given to us in Scripture.  We see God’s people in specific postures of 
worship;  bowing, kneeling, faces to the ground.  We see God’s people singing loudly and 
joyously.  We see God’s people dancing. We see God’s people interceding and praying.  And we 
see God’s people serving and giving of themselves as “living sacrifices” (Rom 12:2).  As God’s 
people are given the gift of worship, they joyously respond to his endless grace and unconditional 
love.  This gifted response involves expressions of love, listening, devotion, praise, and service, 
to God’s initiative in calling and redeeming a people for himself.  Worship involves the response 

                                                             
1 This and the preceding three paragraphs are adapted from The Viccarious Humanity of Christ, 
James B. Torrance. In The Incarnation: Eccumenical Studies in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan 
Creed A.D. 381 Ed. Thomas Torrance. (Wipf & Stock: Oregon. 1981.  pp127-137. 
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of the whole person as the recognition of God’s ultimate worthiness, utter holiness, and endless 
love shown to us through Jesus Christ.  
 
Sacrifice of Praise: 
Finally, all of worship, whether it is offered in song, spoken word, acts of love and service, 
involves sacrifice.  
 
But how is worship a sacrifice? A few moments ago I spoke of Jesus’ offering to the Father.   
Jesus’ offering was and is a sacrificial one.   I think worship is a sacrifice first of all because 
Christ offered himself up as a sacrifice as an act of worship and we are united to him in his death 
and resurrection. The apostle Paul tells us that when we present our entire selves (our whole 
bodies) as living sacrifices to God, this is our spiritual act of worship (Rom 12:1-3).  What Paul is 
getting at here is that worship isn’t just something that we do, but it is something that arises out 
of our being.  More specifically, it arises out of our being united/joined to Jesus.  
 
What this means for us is that if we are to participate fully and completely in the worship for 
which we were created, we need to put our own “stuff” away.  If we come to God with our own 
ideas of how things should be, what music we should sing, what the Word spoken and heard 
should sound like, then we have put our own ideas and preferences ahead of what God is doing 
by his own initiative and how we are involved in it.  We have made ourselves into our own 
priests.  This is idolatry and it is contrary to how we were created.  Paul tells us that we were 
created for worship.  We were created to give God praise and glory. In his letter to the Ephesians, 
Paul tells us that we are what God has made us – created in Christ Jesus for good works (and for 
good worship) (Eph 2:9).  The gift of worship (participation) helps us become who and what we 
were created to be – people in loving, adoring, and devoted relationship to God as Trinity. 
 
We come to this tricky topic of the relationship between “church” and worship.  When we think 
about worship, we must be very careful not to reduce worship to our own experiences of church.  
I believe that the form of worship is just as important as the content of worship.  Music gifts 
matter.  Being engaged with the Word matters.  Being personally captured and involved matters.  
Personality matters.  But these things matter only insofar as they are a response first and foremost 
to God and his work.  They matter only insofar as they arise out of the Spirit’s movement within 
a person to stretch, transform, and draw people deeper into the life of God.   It isn’t my 
“preferences” for these things that are important, but that I allow Holy Spirit to define and 
facilitate for me my participation in something God is doing.  For example, I don’t like repetitive 
music very much.  Because of this preference, I might be inclined to tune out when such music is 
sung, and maybe even be critical of it.  But, if I am serious about being united to Jesus and being 
about his Father’s business, by giving God glory and honour and proclaiming his worthiness, 
then I need to allow the Spirit to help me put these preferences aside and redirect my attention to 
looking for what God is doing in the midst of such music, rather than being dismissive of it.  In 
this way, worship is a sacrifice, as I must give up my own notions and find myself united to 
Christ. 
 
So – worship is first and foremost about God.  As we are united to Jesus Christ, we share in his 
worship of his Father.  Worship involves the whole person, and requires a certain amount of 
sacrifice on our part.  We respond to God’s love and salvation in our lives as we give honour and 
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glory to God through music, song, scripture reading and study, proclaiming the word, and loving 
service.  We respond to God’s love and salvation in our lives by living lives that are enabled by 
the Holy Spirit to be devoted and sincere toward God. And we respond to God’s love and 
salvation in our lives by becoming what we were created to be – people whose only desire is to 
bring praise and honor to God’s name throughout the world. 
 
Back to my opening comments about shopping around for a church that “worked” for me. I have 
attended several different churches since I began this journey of thinking about worship a little 
more seriously.  In some, the preaching was terrible.  In others, the music was inept.  Still in 
others, I felt like an outsider with no hope of becoming an insider.  But, God has been teaching 
me that worship isn’t about me, and moreover, church (which isn’t necessarily the same as 
worship) isn’t about me either.  It is about God finding me, setting me right, uniting me to 
himself in Jesus Christ by the Holy Spirit, and about my joyful, devoted, and sincere response to 
this reality of fellowship and loving communion in which I live.  Gradually, the Holy Spirit is 
reshaping my perspective so that I look first for God – his presence and work – before I look to 
myself and my own imperfect understanding. 
  
 


