Worship Tour through Hebrews (1:1-14)

The seed for this summer's sermon series was planted in my heart after I finished reading a book about worship by Noel Due called Created for Worship. The series title came from a chapter focusing on the gospels called, “Jesus and the Transformation of Worship.” Another chapter was "Worship in Hebrews" referring to the NT book Hebrews. That book is not a letter but a sermon, a word of exhortation. 

Hebrews 13:22 I appeal to you, brothers, bear with my word of exhortation, for I have written to you briefly.

In the verse just preceding, the writer issues a benediction, words to close a worship service. 

Heb 13:20-21 Now may the God of peace who brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus…equip you with everything good that you may do his will, working in us that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory forever and ever. Amen.

The whole book was designed to be read in worship as a guide for Christian worship. In Hebrews, Jesus is not only revealed as the object of Christian worship but the example of how Christians worship. Here was another exciting incite from Dr. Due's book. For a while I had desired to preach about worship. I had been hearing, mostly second hand, a lot of discussion about the worship services at Grace. As a pastor, I feel a high degree of responsibility to respond to questions and concerns raised by people in the congregation. I’m hearing a variety of opinions about what ought to be included in worship and how we ought to conduct corporate worship-- practical issues, cultural issues, theological issues, historical issues, and personal preference issues. All of the discussion drives me back to the Scriptures and to my focus for this summer series. It specifically leads me to Hebrews. 

The book’s length makes it possible to focus on about a chapter each week, specifically at worship. There is a great deal of theological truth in Hebrews that we will not cover in detail. I envision us on a train excursion through an unfamiliar territory. We pass so much at which we may only glance for a moment. But we are on a mission to discover something about how we ought to worship. So we have worship binoculars on as we ride this train, hoping to focus in on that particular aspect of the vast panorama before us. It is as if we are searching for a particular bird which is a highlight of the habitat through which we travel. I anticipate that if I'm going to lead such an excursion, I should have to justify why we would go. 
How Do I Justify this Study?
In fielding the question, “How do you justify this study?” I imagine two objections. I'm sure there are more, but I will try to answer these two. The first is:

What about my problems? 
“You want to talk about worship. But what about my marriage difficulties, my parenting challenges, my financial struggles, my addiction, my relational troubles, etc. etc.? I'm suffering and you want to talk about worship.” We live with these immediate issues and want answers. We expect that our faith will offer solutions. We come to a book like Hebrews devoted to the subject of worship and we assume that the readers had nothing else to worry about. I address this objection by noting that Hebrews is written to people living with suffering. They feared and faced persecution. They had great need for encouragement. The writer touches upon issues such as marriage and finances. But these come in the last chapter.

One of the over-arching themes of the book is that our life here together as the people of God is a pilgrimage through the wilderness where we have no lasting home. In worship we lift our gaze beyond this world in order to keep going despite the frustrations we face here. We worship Jesus because we are going to Him and are going to be like Him. Hebrews puts us in the right frame of mind to look at our problems from an eternal perspective.

Imagine that you receive written confirmation that you are to inherit a hundred million dollars. You are instructed by letter to drive to a specific location to take possession of the money. A mile before you reach the destination your car breaks down. You have to walk the rest of the way to get to the money. The walk is hard. But imagine how strange it would be if you sat beside the road wailing, "My car is broken, my car is broken." [analogy adapted from John Newton] The knowledge of the value and certainty of our inheritance keeps us going through hardship. Worship reorients our lives in the midst of difficulties. We face them in faith asking what it means to honor Jesus rather than simply get our comforts restored. Worship reveals how childish we are. Life faces us with a choice between a piece of candy and a thousand dollar bill. We like small children don't see the value in the thousand dollar bill. It's just a piece of paper. We pick the sweet piece of candy every time [analogy adapted from John Newton]. Worship trains us in how to discern the proper value of things. It focuses our hearts on what is truly beautiful and eternal and calls us to choose that more and more. A conviction underlies this series, and all preaching, that worship provides a necessary reorientation to apply faith to our frustrations. A second objection sounds something like,

2. We already know how to worship. 
At least many of us think, “I know how to worship.” We know what we like. We know the problems. We just need to get back to the kind of worship we used to have. We just need to worship like they did at my last church. We just need to keep doing things just the way we're doing them now. Or, we just need to find out what our culture likes so that more people will like our church. We don't need to talk about worship. We just need to do it. I address this objection with the reminder that this book of Hebrews is written to people who were tempted to head in two wrong directions with worship. They either wanted to get nostalgic or pragmatic.

Nostalgic worship is worship that freezes itself in one moment in time. The Jews to whom Hebrews is directed had a fond love for the OT worship. They loved the beautiful temple building and all the elaborate utensils in it. They loved the ceremonies and rituals. They were ready to accept Jesus but wanted to keep all the trappings of the old era. Their motto was, don't change anything. Nostalgia differs from tradition in that tradition looks back to learn for the future. Hebrews is a book steeped in tradition. It relies heavily on the OT for its instruction. But it is also a book that pushes God's people forward. You can't stay where you are. We are running a race requiring perseverance.

The recipients of the book of Hebrews also struggled with the temptation to pragmatic worship. This kind of worship relies on what is spiritually popular to retain social acceptability. Among the Jews of the first century, angels were a big deal. The trend was to put as much emphasis on angels as possible. People apparently found angels much more fascinating than Jesus, this God who became a man with a real body and lived just like we live, and died here in our world. Pragmatic worship seeks to make worship appealing to people without first and foremost seeking the pleasure of God. It desires to be helpful and hospitable but it ends up ignoring the real audience. I hope that touring Hebrews with an eye to learn about worship helps us fight both temptations. I pray that we will grow in our worship here to the glory of God. Each week I intend to take a section of the book, usually a chapter, and examine it for clues about what makes for excellent Christian worship. This morning we begin with chapter 1. Please turn there with me. One of the features that we will see is prominent in Christian worship is the use of written Scripture.

Hebrews 1:1 Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, 2 but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the world. 3 He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power. After making purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, 4 having become as much superior to angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs. 5 For to which of the angels did God ever say, “You are my Son, today I have begotten you”? Or again, “I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son”? 6 And again, when he brings the firstborn into the world, he says, “Let all God’s angels worship him.” 7 Of the angels he says, “He makes his angels winds, and his ministers a flame of fire.” 8 But of the Son he says, “Your throne, O God, is forever and ever, the scepter of uprightness is the scepter of your kingdom. 9 You have loved righteousness and hated wickedness; therefore God, your God, has anointed you with the oil of gladness beyond your companions.” 10 And, “You, Lord, laid the foundation of the earth in the beginning, and the heavens are the work of your hands; 11 they will perish, but you remain; they will all wear out like a garment, 12 like a robe you will roll them up, like a garment they will be changed. But you are the same, and your years will have no end.” 13 And to which of the angels has he ever said, “Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet”? 14 Are they not all ministering spirits sent out to serve for the sake of those who are to inherit salvation?

How Does Chapter 1 Transform My/Our Worship?

How could this chapter transform our worship? What worship highlights do we notice that might inform and reform the way we worship here at Grace? I draw attention to a few items with the expectation that discussions and learning will continue well beyond this message. Hebrews chapter 1 insists that Christian worship:

1. Center on Christ
The book does not begin with a greeting or introduction. It dives immediately into the book's theme which is the superiority of Jesus above all, especially OT worship. Jesus comes to fulfill the shadows of the past. He remains central and superior for worship. He is the focus of His people as they gather for worship. The writer is not throwing out the OT, but insists that we view it through the lens of Jesus. It exists to draw attention to Him. Any features that draw attention away from Him are dangerous. Even if that feature is something good and true like angels. The bulk of this first chapter is a caution against elevating angels above Jesus. Angels are creatures. Jesus is creator. Angels surround the throne of God. Jesus sits on that throne. Angels serve in a supportive role. Jesus plays the very central and starring role and is now receiving the worship due Him as a result of the completion of his work. Our corporate worship must be intentionally and intensely Christ centered.  Heb 1 also insists that Christian corporate worship:
2. Express the Transcendent

The term means to go beyond the common and ordinary, directed by and to that which is above our normal, material experience. Worship transcends the commonplace. The opening verses sweep us into the transcendent realm. Jesus is identified as eternal God who came to earth to make purification for sins (v. 3). That one phrase could serve as summary statement for all Jesus' work on earth to bring forgiveness of sins. But the description passes quickly to where He is today as He is worshiped in the church. He is at the right hand of the Majesty on high (v. 4). The Majesty refers to the Father. He is above angels. Jews associated angels with the presence of God in heaven. The most holy place of their temple included the Ark of the Covenant with the mercy seat on top of it. Here God's presence rested with his people. And what surrounded the mercy seat? Two angels. The OT pictured God's throne surrounded by angels. Ezekiel had a vision of God in heaven while he remained in exile in Babylon. 
Ezekiel 1:22-25 Over the heads of the living creatures there was the likeness of an expanse, shining like awe-inspiring crystal, spread out above their heads. 23 And under the expanse their wings were stretched out straight, one toward another. And each creature had two wings covering its body. 24 And when they went, I heard the sound of their wings like the sound of many waters, like the sound of the Almighty, a sound of tumult like the sound of an army. When they stood still, they let down their wings.

The writer of Hebrews is reminding his readers steeped in OT imagery that the God whom to whom angels direct their worship is Jesus himself. He is greater than the angels. Hebrews 1 calls for worship that recognizes God's transcendent glory. In v. 6 the Father calls for the angels to worship this One whom He sends into the world. Now that he has accomplished his work, he is all the more to be worshiped by angels and his church.

We see the theme of transcendent worship in vv. 10-12. Jesus is revealed as the One who will simply roll up the earth as a garment to toss it in the garbage when it wears out. He is the eternal One who will never come to an end while this creation in which we live will perish. Our worship takes us beyond the sensations of this material world. At least it should. Chapter 1 expresses the truth behind the later direct command about our worship in chapter 12,

Hebrews 12:28-29 Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, and thus let us offer to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe, 29 for our God is a consuming fire.

I do not consider it an accident that last Lord's day as I enjoyed vacation and knew that I would be preaching this message this morning, I attended the worship service at St. Andrew's Chapel in Sanford, Florida where R.C. Sproul preaches. The building itself is tall, cathedral-like. Vaulted ceilings raised my attention above the earthly to heaven. I felt smaller. The large sanctuary is in the shape of a cross. As the service began they dimmed the lights and the congregation sat silent while some musicians played a prelude. In the worship folder was this note: "The prelude is a sacred curtain dropped between the world and the sanctuary. The dimming of the lights is the signal for the congregation to observe silence. During this time, be prayerful and reverent in preparation for the worship of our holy God in his sanctuary." I had a lot of reactions to these practices. They could easily be abused. Soft lights and music do not guarantee reverence. In fact I noted how difficult it was for me to actually concentrate on the things of God. Yet this congregation had submitted themselves to these practices for the purpose of encouraging a spirit of transcendent reverence in their corporate worship.

What the experience did leave me asking is this: When do the people of Grace Baptist ever experience transcendence? If not in our corporate worship, when will it happen? We come into our service at the last minute or often late. We talk with others about earth-bound matters right up until the service officially begins. As soon as we are dismissed, we jump back into our conversations. Much of the service is familiar and comfortable. It seems much like the rest of our week. Could we do better? If Alan led us to sit quietly and pray while we listened to a prelude, would we follow his lead or just come later? What if we moved our greeting to the end of the service (like in the book of Hebrews) so not to interrupt the Christ-centered focus?

Someone will object that this is no sanctuary and that we can experience transcendence personally in our private worship. My response is to affirm that this building is not a sanctuary. But the Bible calls Christ's people the living stones of a temple. When we gather we are a holy place, set apart from the common to receive and revel in the special presence of God. I do not deny that individuals can experience that same presence. But is there not a responsibility for a worshiping community to cultivate practices that encourage a right response to His presence? At Together for the Gospel, Mark Dever explained that one of the ways that the church embodies the gospel is that she reflects the holiness of God. He commented, "In our generation, we treat casualness as if it it's the height of intimacy. But in the Bible, what happens again and again when people run into the real God? They are undone. They confess their sins. They fall on their face."

I don't have some five-point plan for encouraging a sense of transcendence in our worship. I will be the first to admit that gimmicks could make the problem worse. Let’s at least seek God that He might lead us to a greater sense of transcendence. I mention just two other essentials of Christian worship highlighted here in chapter 1. Hebrews 1 insists that Christian worship:
3. Be Infused with Scripture
We've already drawn attention to this. Much of chapter 1 is a collection of quotations from the Bible. The writer quotes from 2 Samuel, Psalms, Deuteronomy, and Isaiah -- all three major sections of the OT, the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings. This document which is a transcribed sermon, was intended to be read as Scripture in the Christian assembly. And it is chock full of references to and explanation of the ancient holy writings. We must make more time for the reading of Scripture in our services. We have the word of God given to us in a form that we can understand and articulate. From ancient times, God's people have gathered to hear His word read to them and over them so that they might find life in it. In Hebrews 1 the writer insists that Christian worship: 

4. Begin with Creation

Here in the opening chapter, Jesus is heralded as the creator of all things. This is an appropriate start place for Christian worship. We cannot end here. If we know God's power only in creation, we have no hope. We find ourselves without excuse for our failure to live under His love and leadership (see Romans 1:20). But we ought to begin here. Creation reminds us of Jesus' power. It reminds us that the God we worship is not some local, tribal god. It reminds us that the salvation that brings us together is a message with world-wide implications. It reminds us of the wonder of the incarnation that the creator would become part of his own creation in order to redeem us. It reminds us that we are creatures and owe everything we are and have to him. It reminds us that other creatures like angels who are experts in worship are present to help us worship. The doctrine of creation puts us in a frame of mind to worship.

It's also the perfect place to begin with the gospel. All people are created by Jesus Christ. All must answer to Him for their lives. If you are here this morning and you are not a Christian, then this is a perfect place to begin. You would like to believe that you are here by accident or that you somehow make yourself. But you know that it is not true. Science teaches us that there are fifteen constants, like gravity, the speed of light, and the weak and strong nuclear forces which have to fall within a precise range for life as we know it to continue. You know that such a condition cannot happen by chance (see Keller’s Reason for God). There must be a Creator. Christians worship Jesus because He is the Creator. He made all things. In love He came to this earth to rescue his creation from the curse which rests on it because of our sin. He became a curse in order to become the Lord of Life for a new earth.

This is what we celebrate when we share the Lord's table. We take bread to celebrate that Christ took on flesh. He lived a perfect life as a human being. He earned the righteousness that we could never earn for ourselves. We drink the cup to give thanks for how he died, shedding his blood. He offered a sacrifice to satisfy God's wrath against our sin. All who trust Him become a part of a new creation. The Bible tells us that flesh and blood as we know it now cannot inherit the kingdom of God (1 Cor 15:50). There must be a new birth by faith. We gather in worship to testify that this world is not life as it was meant to be. There is another kingdom. There is another home. If you would join us in our journey there, we welcome you in Christ's name. Trust him as your Lord and Savior. Amen.
