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Introduction
 
   This worship devotional is a collection of thoughts and messages that were written for the weekly team emails that go out to the congregational worship teams of Family Church, a multi-national church with (currently, as of February 2014) nine congregations across the South Coast of England, and two in the Philippines, over 2012 and 2013.
 
   Many of these devotionals refer to recent church events, or messages from the Family Church pastors. The purpose of these messages was to carry some nugget of our culture and vision each week, along with details of song lists and line-ups for the coming weekend.
 
   This devotional is not just aimed at worship leaders, pastors and worship team members, but anyone with a heart and desire to live a life of worship, honouring Jesus Christ in every area, season and opportunity that He leads us into.
 
   I hope and pray that these thoughts inspire and challenge you, whether you are leading a worship team, a member of a worship team, or just interested in it all. We are all on a journey, and we all have so much to learn.
 
   I would love to hear back from you, so write to me at info@mattlockwood.me.uk.
 
   Thanks,
 
   Matt
 
    
 
   
  
 

Links
 
   Matt Lockwood
 
   @mattlockwood
 
   http://mattlockwood.me.uk
 
   http://mattsstudio.co.uk
 
    
 
   Family Church Worship Team
 
   @FC_Worship
 
   http://family-church.org.uk/creative
 
   http://facebook.com/familychurchworshipteam
 
    
 
   Family Church
 
   @_familychurch
 
   @i_amredemption
 
   @EmpowerConf
 
   http://family-church.org.uk
 
   http://facebook.com/thisisfamilychurch
 
   http://facebook.com/empowerconference
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Built on vision
 
   Team isn’t built around certain people but on vision and principles that remain no matter who is involved.
 
   That vision, and those principles, need to be grounded in our hearts, not just thoughts we consider good or reasonable. It’s when something is on our hearts that it becomes a part of who we are.
 
   Always, what we do is built on the vision to ‘carry God’s people into His presence, and carry God’s presence to His people, through character and creativity’.
 
   


 
   
  
 

The platform we build
 
   A platform is the opportunity to influence another life.
 
   We must be careful not to build a platform on talent. We may impress people with our talent, but it doesn’t change anything in their life, and their connection with us is shallow, and will change the moment we play a wrong note, or have an off day.
 
   Our platform is one of selflessness – we influence others through serving them. Selflessness comes from our hearts and connects us with our congregation at a heart level.
 
   Every Sunday we are given a platform. It is not ours, we don’t own it, but we use it submitted to those that gave it to us. It was not given to us to serve our purposes but for us to serve others. How well we use it depends on the mindset we each bring to it. The right mindset enables us to reach out and touch people’s lives; a wrong mindset will try and pull everything that happens into our own agenda and preference.
 
   (for Solomon had made a bronze platform five cubits long, five cubits wide, and three cubits high, and had set it in the midst of the court; and he stood on it, knelt down on his knees before all the assembly of Israel, and spread out his hands toward heaven); 2 Chronicles 6:13, NKJV
 
   Solomon dedicates the new temple and builds a platform in the midst of the people, where he humbles himself and surrenders to heaven, and prays a prayer of dedication that leads to an incredible outpouring of God’s presence in the worship that follows.
 
   So Ezra the scribe stood on a platform of wood which they had made for the purpose; and beside him, at his right hand, stood Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah, Urijah, Hilkiah, and Maaseiah; and at his left hand Pedaiah, Mishael, Malchijah, Hashum, Hashbadana, Zechariah, and Meshullam. And Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people, for he was standing above all the people; and when he opened it, all the people stood up. Nehemiah 8:4-5, NKJV
 
   Nehemiah builds a platform for the purpose of reading God’s Word to the nation. He’s surrounded by fellow priests. The whole nation understands the importance of what he does, as they stand to their feet the moment he opens the book, in readiness to hear and respond.
 
   Platforms bring a focus to leadership, but they are built for a purpose beyond that of the one who stands on it. Let’s have Solomon’s attitude of surrender, and Nehemiah’s attitude that what we’re here for is more important than our own purpose.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Living out of our new nature
 
   Andy’s great message from Sunday – “live out of your new nature” – makes what we do as a team pretty simple, really. Because, when it comes down to it, skill level or experience or knowledge or talent will never trump or be a more powerful force in our ministry and leading than the nature of God at work in and through us.
 
   So this might sound really obvious and simple, but this is how we as a team will move forward in leading the church in worship – by living out of our new Christ-like nature, and not our old soulish, insecure, “I need my opinion to be heard”, do-it-my-own-way nature. If we as a team can grow in our understanding of who we are in Christ, and serve out of that – and not out of our skill, knowledge or experience – then our church will feel that coming through in the worship we lead, and will want their own worship to move up to that level.
 
   Andy’s messages about our new nature are ones we need, as a team, to grab hold of and allow the Holy Spirit to imprint His word on our hearts through them. Christ is the centre of all we do, and it has to be His nature that flows out through what we do, and not anything else.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Blowing your own trumpet
 
   Most men will proclaim each his own goodness, but who can find a faithful man? Proverbs 20:6, NKJV
 
   This verse came up in the Faith Works notes tonight, and it made me think how easily we can blow our own trumpet when we want people to know about what we can do or have done, but that actually what God always looks for is the one who can just get on and serve, and do it regularly and consistently, without the need for applause or reward.
 
   Being faithful means being selfless. There’s no glory or praise or thanks in being faithful, generally speaking. You’re faithful because that’s who you are.
 
   Faithfulness is a characteristic of God, so when we choose to be faithful, we find we walk in God’s character and strength, not our own. We enable the character of God to be seen through us, and His power to work through us.
 
   Anyone can talk about what they can do or have done, but God is looking for gifting or achievement to serve Him and build His kingdom – He’s looking for faithfulness. Always being there, always preparing, always serving, always submitted to vision, always speaking positively and walking consistently and with integrity.
 
   Your walk should be doing the talking!
 
   


 
   
  
 

No turning back
 
   Last week I wrote about our calling – that although we may think we have quite specific callings, we’re ALL called to the simple purpose of reconciling people to God, through the redemptive and final work of the cross.
 
   And they shall rebuild the old ruins, they shall raise up the former desolations, And they shall repair the ruined cities, The desolations of many generations. Isaiah 61:4, NKJV
 
   This verse follows straight on from the verses, quoted by Jesus, that speak of God’s Spirit being upon us to heal, restore, release and bind up. The very heart of God’s kingdom is what He can do through us to help others. Our lives, being not our own anymore, are being moulded by God to be not just a workmanship of His grace, but also an outworking of His grace to the world.
 
   God loves restoring things that the world says are unrestorable, derelict and without hope. We have a part to play in that restoration when we lead corporate worship. On one level, the words that we sing tech people truth about Jesus, the cross, God’s love, grace and power. But on a deeper level, our own surrender to God’s redemptive power and our pursuit of a life lived to serve God’s kingdom purposes – deciding to follow Jesus, no turning back – brings an anointing on our songs, the Holy Spirit’s healing, restoring, releasing noticing that works in people’s lives regardless of the words we’re singing.
 
   A musically and technically good team can do well, but a team made up of people who are fully sold out to the call of ‘No turning back’ is unstoppable.
 
   Guess what kind of team we’re building here?!
 
   


 
   
  
 

Getting the WHY and the WHAT the right way round
 
   I’ve often heard people say, “God has called me to lead worship”. Quite often it’s spoken by people who have designs on being the next Matt Redman or Darlene Zschech. I’ve known many people who have served on worship teams who’ve never expressed a sense of calling to that specific ministry. I didn’t have any sense of calling to leading worship until a few years into being involved in worship teams. What I’ve realised of the years, though, is that actually our calling is far broader than any specific ministry.
 
   2 Corinthians 5:18 says that God reconciled us to Himself, and has now given us the calling or ministry of reconciling others to Him – because God’s greatest desire is that ALL should be saved. Jesus did all that was necessary – His blood poured out as a complete and whole atonement for our sin. Now our calling is to see that worked out in our world.
 
   Its not about what specific ministry you feel called to, it’s about WHY. Why do you want to serve, why do you want to lead, why do you want to play? Once we understand what God has done for us, the motive for all we do becomes one of self-sacrifice for the sake of seeing others reconciled to God.
 
   When we make it about any specific ministry that we want to do, we’ve lost sight of the real WHY. Sure, we’re given certain gifts, talents, skills, and ‘fields of specialised ability’ – but we shouldn’t define our service by them, they should empower our service to reconcile more people.
 
   I once heard an interview with Billy Graham where he said that he has never once felt any sense of calling to be an evangelist, he just had this overwhelming urge that people needed to hear the Gospel because he knew it could change their lives, and he responded by doing what he knew to tell as many people. He realised along the way that he was actually quite good at being able to communicate truth simply and effectively!
 
   The WHAT tends to get itself sorted once you have the WHY right.
 
   


 
   
  
 

New every day
 
   Great is his faithfulness; his mercies begin afresh each morning. Lamentations 3:23, NLT
 
   Every day is a new day in God. There is something new that God has for you every day. Every day is different because every day there’s something new. What was new yesterday is no longer new, and God has something that is new for you today.
 
   Maybe you didn’t quite pick up on it, but the point I wanted to make was this: Every day is a NEW day with God. New. Not rehashed from yesterday; not revived from the 80’s; not revamped from yesteryear; not restored from history. New. Never been before. Not seen previously. New.
 
   Okay, I’ve made my point. The thing I want to focus on here – and there’s so much I could focus on with that truth – is that when we come to leading our church on a Sunday morning, we need to remind ourselves that this gathering, this congregation, has all the potential and possibility of being something completely new, different to last week, or last month, even if the songs were all the same and the message was the same. It’ll be new because on that day God has new things that He didn’t have waiting for us the week before.
 
   It’s easy to come along to church with a “Here we go again” mindset, where we know the form, the run list, the timings, the transitions and turnarounds. Probably a lot of our church congregation comes with that mindset; probably even most churches across the country do. Why? Because we so easily settle into routine and structure. Routine and structure are good, but not when they become the ‘road’ we travel and the ‘engine’ that drives us down it.
 
   Let’s keep reminding ourselves that, “Hey, today is completely new, it hasn’t been seen before.”
 
   What new things does God have for His church today?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Repetition
 
   Repetition is one of the surest and strongest ways to grow, in anything – as long as that repetition has purpose, and is not treated as just ‘ticking a box’
 
   
  
 

Spiritually
 
   First of all, for our spiritual growth, the Bible talks often about meditating on God’s word or law – that literally means to chew over and over, to read and re-read and re-read again. We read a passage, and we understand the words that have been used, or at least most of them. After another read we get a better understanding of the context. Then we start to understand more of a practical application for our lives. Then God hits us with a revelation that opens our eyes to more of who He is.
 
   
  
 

Naturally
 
   Our musicianship (and I include singing in that) develops through repetition. We don’t just learn a phrase or chord run, and we’re done with it – repetition allows us to first become grounded in the basic of the music, then make sure we get the timing right, then understand how we could give better tone to the notes, then maybe explore other ways of doing the same thing. We’re not just learning a piece of music, we’re making that music take shape and have life.
 
   Repetition sounds pretty boring or mundane, no glory or excitement. Actually, it’s in repetition that we become stronger. When a muscle is developed through exercise, it’s the repetition of the same exercise that first loosens the muscle, clears out the kinks, and then builds strength. It’s easy to ignore the mundane because our souls desire excitement and glory. But it’s in the mundane that our character is formed.
 
   Let’s make sure our repetition, natural and spiritual, has a purpose and a goal.
 
   


 
   
  
 

When you’re not feeling it . . .
 
   What do you do when you feel like you have nothing – nothing inside you, no urge, no motivation, no desire?
 
   Everyone goes through times – for various reasons – where we just aren’t feeling it; we’d rather just sit on the sides and watch. It isn’t wrong to feel like that, but it is wrong to let those feelings stick around and become the norm. It’s how we deal with it, how we choose to respond, that makes the difference. And we as leaders have to learn the right response and keep choosing it, so that we can lead others who are in a similar place. When we learn to get the victory in these times it adds something to us on the inside, and that something comes out when we lead worship.
 
   First we need to get our perspective right, on whatever the situation is, and that means putting God first in it and seeing, regardless of the perceived hopelessness of it, that God is with us and will honour His promise to bring His purpose out of it. God is at the centre of it all, and is the head of it all. That’s where we start from.
 
   Then we need to start giving thanks.
 
   1 Thessalonians 5:18 says “[give] thanks in everything, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. (NIV)” God wants us to give thanks, no matter where we are. Giving thanks continues to change our perspective – it helps to not only focus our sight on God, but also to increase our sight, so we see beyond where we are now and how we feel now. Psalm 103:2 (and the following verses) give us the starting point, reminding us of all that God has already done for us. This stuff is done, it’s fixed, unalterable, and now it’s about to be outworked in your life. Reminding ourselves of these things helps us to remind our congregation when they need reminding – we encourage them with the truth we know rather than just saying words that are empty.
 
   Then we need to keep encouraging ourselves to continue. The ‘praise the Lord, O my soul’ in verse 2 of Psalm 103 is not just a suggestion, it’s a personal command, a push to keep on going. If we are to be able to give our congregations that extra push they need to continue to praise God boldly, it has to come from us having already pushed through.
 
   What things do you do to help you push through?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Pruning
 
   Sometimes it can feel like everything you’ve come to rely on is being taken away from you; everything that you thought made what you do strong is suddenly no longer there. It would be easy in those times to panic, fret, and make knee-jerk decisions. It would be even easier to just quit and walk away.
 
   These times are actually very significant times, because God, the gardener, is pruning you. In John 15:2, Jesus says that the Father prunes and cuts back any branch that is bearing fruit. That’s a good thing, because in pruning the branch, it can bear even more fruit.
 
   We’ve been doing well with what we have, but now God wants to do even more through us. Our trust stops settling on the resources we’ve had available to us and is restored back to being in Him alone. Where we once bore good fruit, we now start to bear great fruit, and more of it.
 
   Growth means submitting ourselves to the process of pruning. It can be painful and worrying to go through, and can often look to outsiders that we’ve lost it completely, but it just a short season, and then comes the growth that God saw right from the start.
 
   If/when you’re being pruned, that’s the time to be thankful that God is working on your behalf right now, and very soon you’ll see the blossom that is the promise and hope of brand new fruit in your life.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Coming to church to get, or to give?
 
   In 1 Corinthians 11:17-33, Paul disciplines the Corinthians about their attitude towards worship and sharing communion together. He describes a picture of self-indulgence cloaked in religious fervour. It’s a sad state for a church to be in, but I wonder if we see the same attitudes in churches now in regard to worship.
 
   We don’t see fights breaking out over the trays of bread as they get passed around the church, but maybe that self-indulgence has got into our thinking about how and why we come to church in the first place. Are people coming for what they can get out of church, and placing a demand on church for a greater spiritual experience – an experience that actually we should be finding in our own daily walk with God, not at a Sunday morning meeting? Maybe!
 
   In Paul’s correction to the Corinthians, he tells them to ‘wait for each other’ – in other words, when we come to worship together, it shouldn’t be about getting our spiritual fix and feeling like we’ve got what we wanted out of church, but we should selflessly serve and honour each other and make sure that everyone else is able to engage with what the whole church is doing.
 
   When we come together as a congregation, something takes place that goes way higher than what we could experience individually. In worshipping together, we worship as the body of Christ, bought by His blood. We are one body, and the oneness should be expressed in all aspects of our church life. Communion, as described by Paul in 1 Corinthians 11, is a picture of that.
 
   This thought is a kick-starter – it’s unfinished because there’s so much more to say, and it can’t be said in just one small email message. But the start of it is this thought/challenge: are we coming to church to get, or to give?
 
   


 
   
  
 

To lead someone in you have to lead them out
 
   Getting the nation of Israel into the Promised Land was a massive job for Moses, but it started with a massive job getting them out! Before they could cross the Jordan, destroy Jericho, and start growing their own food and building their own houses on their own land, they had to leave Egypt. That involved a series of miraculous plagues, a chase across the desert and deliverance in the Red Sea. To get the Israelites into Israel, Moses had to get them out of Egypt.
 
   Our vision as a team is to lead God’s people into His presence. But to do that we need to lead them out – out from under the weight of their circumstances, out from the anxieties and hassles that are dogging their thoughts, out from the sense of failure of not having lived right during the last week – there is so much that people carry with them, and we are a part of leading them out of that captivity into the freedom of God’s presence.
 
   Praise is such a powerful key to bringing people out of captivity:
 
   •              Praise caused the walls of Paul and Silas’ prison to crumble (Acts 16:16-40).
 
   •              Praise caused the walls of Jericho to fall (Joshua 6).
 
   •              Praise caused the enemy to flee and destroy itself (2 Chronicles 20).
 
   •              Praise lifts off heaviness (Isaiah 61:3).
 
    
 
   Praise is a liberator, and strong praise is how we lead people out ready to lead them in. The devil hates strong praise, because he knows its power; but there is nothing he can do to stop the flood of God’s presence when the banner of praise is lifted up with boldness.
 
   And that’s what we need to do – lead out the praise with boldness. And I don’t just mean the first praise song of a Sunday morning, although that is very important. Whenever we lead people in worship, wherever it is, we must bring praise, be bold with it, and draw bold praise from the people we lead. People need to praise – and we need to be bold in leading it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Worship is led
 
   The best worship leader in the world is you. You know you; you know whether you’re engaging or just being tokenistic; you know if you’re giving your all or just following a set, learnt pattern.
 
   You are the best worship leader you could ever have. Chris Tomlin or Joel Houston could do a pretty good job for you; Jesus Culture would do well; but not as well as you could yourself.
 
   Take a look at a pretty dark time in David’s life, in 1 Samuel 30:6:
 
   Now David was greatly distressed, for the people spoke of stoning him, because the soul of all the people was grieved, every man for his sons and his daughters. But David strengthened himself in the Lord his God. 1 Samuel 30:6, NKJV
 
   David’s position was desperate – he’d lost his home and his family, and his friends and colleagues were about to turn on him. Out of all the possible options available to him, he chose to lead himself in worship. He didn’t turn to the priest, or one of his trusted advisers or most skillful musicians – he did it himself.
 
   Are you able to lead yourself in worship, or do you rely on having others do it for you? We can’t lead others where we haven’t been ourselves. David learnt to lead himself in the private place, out in the fields tending and protecting his family’s sheep. He learnt where no one was looking, and not because it would help him in later life but because he wanted to know God more, and his desire was for God above all else.
 
   Take the lead and lead yourself – what’s holding you back?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Where does our confidence come from?
 
   I used to be very nervous standing in front of a crowd of people who were looking at me (I’m not totally comfortable with it even now!), and when I started playing in a worship team 20-something years ago I would keep very much in the background, with my head down, not paying anyone any attention!
 
   As I started leading worship, and studying and seeking God to grow as a leader, I began to learn more about where my confidence should come from, and why, and this has changed completely the way I am when I lead people in worship, regardless of the size of the crowd or who’s in it.
 
   It’s easy to feel uncertain or nervous when we place ourselves in front of people and endeavour to sing or play and lead them in worship. Will I be accepted? Will they like what I do? Will they think me arrogant or full of myself? Will they laugh at me? All those thoughts and more go through our minds, undermining our confidence.
 
   But what makes the difference is when we understand where our confidence really comes from, and that we are there with authority – God-given authority. We have been given God’s authority to lead His people – it’s not our own, it’s ours because we submit ourselves to His authority, and to our leaders. We can be confident because it is God at work in and through us, not our own ability, which is causing the hearts of the church to respond with worship.
 
   Authority is carried by character, not talent/skill. God’s authority sits on the shoulders of our character like the mantel that Elijah passed to Elisha. Elijah was God’s prophet – His voice and authority – to the nation of Israel, and when he was taken up to heaven, Elisha took the Prophet’s mantel on himself and began to walk in the same authority that Elijah walked in – in fact, he took it further and believed God for a double portion of Elijah’s authority (2 Kings 2:9-14). The mantel (or cloak), to Elisha, was a symbol of God’s authority on him and he confidently served the nation of Israel through it.
 
   God’s authority is a gift, so it’s on us to develop our character to be able to carry it. What are you doing in your daily worship life to keep developing your character?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Face the fear
 
   When I was in New York a fortnight ago I visited the Empire State Building and took the ride up to the viewing gallery, 86 floors up! For those that know me, this was not an easy thing for me to do. I’ve not done well with heights AT ALL since as long as I can remember – even looking down from a couple of floors up can make me feel weird. But I was determined to go all the way up and take in the legendary view of Manhattan. I took my time, didn’t move too quickly, breathed deeply, and chose to enjoy it all. A week later we were a few floors up in a not un-often visited furniture store, and I looked down out of the window and felt no weird height sensation at all. Not even looking down over the balconies, or up from the bottom floor. It’s like my brain decided that actually, if I can handle the top of the Empire State Building, then a few floors up is really no problem at all. Facing my fear of heights brought me to a place of new strength.
 
   It’s natural for us to keep away or run from uncomfortable, difficult and even painful situations. No one desires or wishes those situations on themselves or anyone else, but they come – and it is our attitude toward them that affects how we change, or don’t change, after they pass.
 
   The writer of Romans says that, rather than shying away from difficulty, or tribulations, “we . . . glory in [them], knowing that tribulation produces perseverance; and perseverance, character; and character, hope” (Romans 5:3, 4 NKJV). The prize for facing and persevering through difficult situations is greater character and renewed hope.
 
   That character is what enables us to walk in the greater levels of influence and opportunity that God has prepared for us. Talent won’t do that, reputation or previous experience won’t do that. It’s what is in your heart that has formed your attitudes and values, and that keeps you in God’s ways when you walk in uncharted territory.
 
   Whatever we are facing, God’s promise is that He is always with us.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Honour
 
   Honour is an outward expression of the worship life that we live. It is an outworking of character. Honour says more about who you are than it does the person or people you are honouring.
 
   Romans 12:10 says “Honour one another above yourselves” (NKJV). This instruction comes in the middle of a whole conversation regarding the way we should live our lives, that starts with the call to lay our whole lives upon the altar of worship, which is our ‘reasonable act of worship’. To honour others above ourselves is a choice, and comes at a price – laying ourselves down and seeking God’s purpose in our everyday lives.
 
   It’s easy to honour people who, to our perspective, have worth because of what they have done or the position they hold. It’s not so easy to honour those that we find it hard to get along with. But how we life out a worship life is not based on how other people act or behave, but on our own revelation of God in our life. We honour others because we are honourable people, not because others live in a manner worthy of honour. We honour others because we honour God, and God’s values are higher and of greater purpose than our own opinions or values, or what we deem ‘right’. If our lives are missing that element of honour then our worship is shallow, and based only on what we like or enjoy.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Generational
 
   Pastor Andy shared on our twelfth value last Sunday: Generational. Not only does what we bring to the team affect what’s happening in our church now, it has an impact on where our church is going in the years ahead, as the next generation watch us, mimic us, learn from us and then take over from us. The purposes we serve in God’s kingdom now will continue long after we’ve finished our race, but when we do pass on the baton we must ensure we pass it on to a generation who are stronger, wiser and more passionate than we were when we took the baton ourselves.
 
   David, in 1 Chronicles 22, knew that he couldn’t build the temple himself, yet he carried the vision for the temple in his heart. He knew what the cost would be, he knew what was needed, he knew what it should look like, and he knew what effect it should have on the world:
 
   We should build a great temple for the Lord, which will be famous everywhere. 1 Chronicles 22:5, NCV
 
   So not only did David gather all the resources ready to build the temple, he imparted the vision for the temple into the heart of his son Solomon. When Solomon built the temple, he wasn’t just building David’s idea of the temple; it had become his idea, his vision.
 
   That’s how being generational works. What is passed on is not just ‘a tradition to be maintained’, or a set of rules that must continually be adhered to – but a heartbeat, a passion, that is owned by each generation; that inspires and motivates each generation even though the circumstances change, or the resources change, or the styles change.
 
   Let’s never forget that we are being watched, that there are young people starting to question and learn and form their understanding by watching us, and learning from us. We want to see that generation go further than we ever could. This world needs a generation that is not insecure, or ego-driven, or passionless – it needs a generation that has society-impacting integrity and passion, that has a strong sense of identity and purpose. They’ll learn that from us, and they’ll take it further.
 
   


 
   
  
 

I’m coming out!
 
   What a fantastic weekend we’ve just had! A massive thanks to everyone involved in leading worship over the weekend, whether at the Kings Theatre or at our congregations on Sunday.
 
   This weekend has been all about coming out of our box, breaking through the limitations that we’ve held over ourselves either through fear or things others say, or perceived lack of resources. This has to be something we as worship leaders are seeking to do, because any limitations we put on ourselves we will also put on our congregations when we lead them – we can’t lead them where we aren’t able to go ourselves!
 
   Some of the boxes commonly found in worship teams are: limited musical ability and ambition, fear of what people will think of us or what they say about us because we’re up in front of them, our own need to be praised and thanked and made to feel special, our ego and need to feel important and significant, our previous experience or how our last worship team did things. Whatever the box is, for the sake of the people we serve, and for where God is leading us into, we need to get out from those limitations and walk in God’s freedom, where God wants us to be and paid for us to be. That price was the highest that could be paid – the life of Jesus Christ, separation from heaven, and taking the punishment for our sins from us. Yet Jesus’ victory over that death, punishment and separation means that we are now able to get out of any box freely.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Desire or obligation
 
   Have you ever thought about what it is that motivates you to serve in church? I mean, really thought hard about it, looked into your heart, and given it serious consideration?
 
   It should be the same as what motivates you to spend time with your friends and family because you love them, and spending time with them somehow makes you more complete. That’s what relationship does, and was always God’s plan for church, for it to be relationship-based, and for it to grow out of love and not obligation. Interestingly, the word ‘religion’ comes from the Latin word religio, which is influenced (according to the World Book Dictionary) by the verb religare, which means to bind, in the sense of ‘place an obligation on’. Religion will only cause you to do things out of obligation, but relationship motivates from love.
 
   Although our style of worship is not religious, in the traditional sense, and even though we preach freedom and relationship from our congregational pulpits, it doesn’t stop religion seeping into our own walk with God, and causing us to be defined and obligated by what we do. It happens without noticing, little by little, affecting over time our perspective and attitude, wearing away at our passion and vision, crumbling our relationships.
 
   How do we stop this from happening? We keep the main thing the main thing – seek God first, pursue Him, be hungry for Him; love Him, love His people, love His house. Out of that comes the desire and motivation to serve no matter what circumstances or changes come our way, no matter what other people do or say. Living like that is living a worship life.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Deep calls unto deep
 
   Deep calls unto deep at the noise of Your waterfalls. Psalm 42:7, NKJV
 
   Have you ever stood near a waterfall? Not one of those little trickles that wend their way down the side of a hill, glistening in the sunlight – but a high, wide waterfall that is constantly roaring as tonnes of water flow over it every minute. It is deafening, and overwhelming. David must have encountered one such waterfall to be able to express through this verse how his soul responded to God’s outpouring of love in answer to his prayer. Something about standing before that waterfall must have reminded him of the raw, powerful and consuming sense of God’s love.
 
   This wasn’t a shallow experience of God’s presence, and it didn’t come after just singing a few songs and being reminded of a few verses. It came after David stirred up within himself a hunger for God that overwhelmed his soul (verses 1-4). That hunger for God led him to worship and praise God passionately (verse 5), and then he experienced the closeness and realness of God’s presence.
 
   These verses challenge me to ask how hungry am I for God, and how hungry am I really willing to become. Not hungry to get an experience, but just hungry for God. How hungry are you for God? Have things settled into a nice comfortable way? Maybe it’s time to start stirring up a greater hunger for God; not just hungry for His things, or His blessings, or His house, but just hungry for Him. All those other things come along with God, but they aren’t what God wants us to be seeking.
 
   Stir up a hunger for God, more than you’ve been before.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Armed with strength
 
   It is God who arms me with strength, and makes my way perfect. He makes my feet like the feet of deer, and sets me on my high places. He teaches my hands to make war, so that my arms can bend a bow of bronze. Psalm 18:32-34, NKJV
 
   These are great verses of encouragement and promise for us as worship leaders, as singers and musicians, serving God’s house each week. When it’s so easy to become settled into a way of doing things, and easily losing heart or focus when things go wrong or people say stuff that hurts, these verses remind us that our strength to serve God comes from God. He gives us what we need to serve Him and, if we let Him, He will train us and cause us to grow and do what we do better. When we do it in our own strength things quickly become wearying, samey, and religious. But in God’s strength we find a lightness and ease in what we do, we find wisdom to do it, we find a fresh enthusiasm, we find things falling into place, and we find that we can do things we never thought we would.
 
   So let’s be honest with ourselves, and check where we’re at. If you’re finding things hard or wearisome, if you feel like you’ve lost the point or are just stuck in a rut, then it’s not time to quit – rather take some time and seek God. Pray over these verses and let your faith grab hold of them. Ask God to forgive you for going off in your own strength and come back into His rest. Serving God, and serving His house and His people should never be a chore or a drain. Sure, there will always be some people that are hard to deal with, or situations that are awkward, but God has called us and made us to be His servants, His people. It’s not a punishment, but a privilege, and God’s promise is to enable us to do all that He’s given us to do.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Keep seeking God
 
   Last week I looked at these verses:
 
   It is God who arms me with strength, and makes my way perfect. He makes my feet like the feet of deer, and sets me on my high places. He teaches my hands to make war, so that my arms can bend a bow of bronze. Psalm 18:32-34, NKJV
 
   Let’s stick with them again this week.
 
   This verses highlight three areas that we all face as we lead worship – the unknown (freshness in worship, God moving in ways that we haven’t seen before), the high and unknown (worship that lifts us up to see from God’s perspective, and to hear God’s word), and the dangerous, high and unknown (coming against spiritual darkness, apathy and despair, strongholds of sin). This is where God leads us, but it is God that empowers and enables us to walk in them, to flourish in them, and to grow in understanding of them so we can teach, lead and empower others.
 
   It all starts with seeking God. That should be our highest priority in life, to seek and know Him. Everything we do flows out of our relationship with God. God wants to do amazing things through us. There are people’s lives waiting to be touched, hearts waiting to be opened up to His love. Our cities are waiting on us to live for God.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Honour one another
 
   Be devoted to one another in love. Honour one another above yourselves. Romans 12:10, NIV
 
   We’ve looked before at these and similar verses, as they sum up the culture of ‘team’ in Family Church. It’s not about the job we’re doing but who we’re doing it with and who we’re doing it for. God looks not for how well you play or sing but how you love and treat those you do life with. God’s kingdom is built upon the values of love and selflessness, grace and serving. And even how well we play or sing will be motivated by love – a much stronger motivation than the desire to be a great musician or singer.
 
   Let’s keep growing in honouring each other – keep away from gossip, don’t listen to negative talk; speak encouragement, show grace, cheer each other on. Let’s continue to honour our leaders, the team leaders and our pastors – get behind their vision, don’t let cynical or undermining talk flourish, but speak highly of them. Let’s show honour to our congregations as we lead them, giving our very best to serve them (especially when it seems like they’re not even slightly interested in engaging in worship!).
 
   Honour reveals the value we feel for something or someone. In honouring each other we recognise the value that God has placed on each individual life, and it becomes part of our worship life.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Servant-minded or Servant-hearted?
 
   There’s a big difference between being servant-minded and servant hearted. If you’re thinking just about the job you’re doing, getting that done right, making sure all that you’ve been asked to do is done, then you might be only servant-minded, and not servant hearted. If you care about the recognition you get for something you’ve done, or get upset if you’re not given the credit for it (and especially if the credit goes to someone else) then you may be servant-minded and not servant-hearted. If you’ve found a degree of time sacrifice that you’re comfortable with (or maybe slightly uncomfortable because it’s a little more than you really wanted to sacrifice, but you’ll live with it) then you’re probably servant-minded and not servant-hearted. If “that’s someone else’s problem” or “I don’t really do that, I really feel I should serve within my giftings and calling”, or “Well, if they understood my problems a bit more, and what I have to give up and go through just to make this happen, they might change what they do and help me out a bit more!”, then it’s pretty likely you’re servant-minded, not servant-hearted.
 
   Jesus talks about the servant-minded and the servant-hearted in John 10:11-16:
 
   I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd gives His life for the sheep. But a hireling, he who is not the shepherd, one who does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and flees; and the wolf catches the sheep and scatters them. The hireling flees because he is a hireling and does not care about the sheep. I am the good shepherd; and I know My sheep, and am known by My own. As the Father knows Me, even so I know the Father; and I lay down My life for the sheep. And other sheep I have which are not of this fold; them also I must bring, and they will hear My voice; and there will be one flock and one shepherd. John 10:11-16, NKJV
 
   The hireling, or servant-minded, is there to do a job, does the job, goes home at the end of the job – but if that job suffers difficulty or threat, then he or she is off.
 
   Jesus, our example of servant-hearted, is there not because of the job but because of the ‘sheep’.
 
   Servant-hearted people care. Care comes from the heart, not the mind. The life of a servant-hearted person is defined by the love and care that comes from their heart. For them it’s not about the job but about who it is all for – for them it’s not even a job, it’s who they are and they do it because they care. Jesus say that we are known as His not by our knowledge of the Bible, or attendance at events, or by how spiritual our current Facebook status is, but by our love for each other. Loving each other comes from being servant-hearted, not servant-minded.
 
   


 
   
  
 

A good report
 
   Over the last few weeks I’ve been focusing these messages on different aspects of our team culture. The latest podcast from the Life Church Worship Team, Bradford, has some good teaching on building team, and one of their principles is on the power of a good and bad report.
 
   In Numbers 13, spies are sent into the Promised Land, and they return with fruit they’ve found and a report of what’s ahead. Two spies – Caleb and Joshua – give a good report, but the other ten spies give a bad report. That bad report spreads like wildfire throughout the nation – around 6 million people – and by the end of the day the whole nation is in uproar against Moses for leading them out of captivity into apparently certain death. That bad report stops a whole generation from entering into their Promised Land. The idea of walking into an already populated country and taking it over must have seemed quite strange, at the very least, suicidal at worst. But then, they’d just walked through an ocean on dry land and seen an entire army drown, all for the sake of their rescue and journey into God’s promise.
 
   It is amazing the damage a bad report can do, and how quickly it can do it! Had the nation of Israel chosen to believe God’s promise and follow Moses and their leaders into the Promised Land, there wouldn’t have been a 40-year wait, disappointment and disillusionment. Even those who believed the good report had to live with the consequences of others believing the bad report.
 
   In our teams we must always be careful to avoid the bad report. We must not just speak a good report, we must LIVE a good report. People see our lives, as well as hear our words, and a life lived unfaithfully will give a bad report regardless of the good words spoken. Live a life that displays the good report that the songs we lead convey. Let others see that what we sing on stage, we live out off stage. Even when things happen that we may think strange or unachievable, let’s keep the good report on our lips and in our hearts. Speak well of our leaders, speak well of each other; but not only that, let everyone else see that that is what you believe by the way you live, and not just words.
 
   A healthy team grows from a good report:
 
   Good news (report) makes for good health Proverbs 15:3 (NLT)
 
   


 
   
  
 

Think Big!
 
   In Exodus 33, Moses has a conversation with God about the way ahead for the nation of Israel. Moses is trying to understand what God wants, but his limited thinking is stopping him from seeing what God’s plans are. Moses feels like God has missed off part of the plan (v12: “You haven’t let me know who You will send with me” – who’s going to help me, I need more resources, it can’t work like this!!), but he has the sense to ask God that His presence always go with them – in fact, Moses knows that without God, they’re just another nation, with nothing to set the apart from the rest. Moses now knows that God is with him, but he still is struggling to see it happening, so he asks God, “Show me Your glory”. This leads to God hiding Moses in a cleft of a rock, covering him with His hand while He passes by, and then lifting the hand enough for Moses to see His back as He passes by. What a mind-blowing experience for Moses. All of a sudden he sees God in all His strength revealed, his mind explodes with the understanding of just how immense and powerful God is. His thinking is never the same – how can it be?
 
   What follows that experience is the moment when God hands to Moses the Ten Commandments, with chapters of law regarding how the nation of Israel should live, how the tabernacle should be built, how God should be worshipped – words that go into incredible detail about how God wants the nation of Israel to be.
 
   The thing is, if God had given Moses those laws BEFORE his cleft-of-the-rock experience, it would have just remained law. Those words would have settled in Moses struggling, small-thinking mind-set and would then have been imposed on Israel without any understanding of what it all meant. AFTER that experience, Moses’ thinking is so enlarged that these laws become more than just law, and he is able to speak them to a nation of around 6 million people and in one day change the culture of that nation. Literally, they become a new nation through God’s Word to Moses, defined by God’s thoughts and God’s heart, rather than law. Those words have the power to change the lifestyle of a nation all because the mind that received them had been enlarged to carry those words and keep them as words of life. Without that enlarged thinking those words would have been like death to the nation of Israel.
 
   How powerful, and essential, is big thinking for us as leaders, eh? God is leading us as a church, and as congregations, into growth, new things, different things. When God’s Word comes, if our thinking isn’t big then those words will become a law to us – not life-giving but constrictive and hard. With big thinking – thinking that has been enlarged through seeing God rather than ourselves or our circumstances – then those words bring life. Sure they bring challenge, change and a little insecurity, but only to lead us into God’s good plan for us.
 
   There’s a whole new year ahead of us, with so much that God has prepared for us to do. We NEED to think bigger, see beyond our limitations to God’s strength and power. Because change is coming, bigger challenges are coming, and when it comes it will either bring life or death (not literal death!!) to us depending on our thinking.
 
   Let’s not settle for where we are now. Let’s keep looking up, looking to God, and enlarging our thinking so we can receive God’s Word and run with it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Christ-centred
 
   The lyrics to Israel Houghton’s great song Jesus at the centre make this value so simple to understand:
 
   “It’s all about You, it’s always been about You, everything revolves around You”
 
   Christ is the centre of all creation, of all that we are, of all that’s been and is to come. For us in the worship team, it’s not a case of “Oh, let’s make this all about Jesus” but of realising that Jesus always has been and always will be at the centre of all things and so we must pull aside everything else – our own ideas, plans, thoughts, styles, experience, knowledge – so we uncover and reveal Christ. Being Christ-centred means losing completely all previous motivations, and finding that Jesus is the very beginning of what we do and why we do it.
 
   Rather than go looking for where we can add Jesus to what we do, we need to stop what we’re doing, throw off our own ideas and creations until we find that all that remains is Jesus, and then start from there, start from Him and let everything we do come from the relationship and revelation of Jesus Christ.
 
   We allow Christ to become off-centre in our lives when we let our own desires, ambitions, ideas and plans take over – even the ones that are actually alright and could produce success and growth. To get back to being Christ-centred we need to let go of all those things, let them drop off like rags and find the source of all we are in Christ, and Him alone.
 
   Your singing, your musicianship, your serving in church – find Christ at the centre of it so that the life of Christ flows out through it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Commissioned
 
   The worship team never has been, and never will be, just a group of people who enjoy singing or playing and have somehow wound up doing it together in the first part of a church service (in some churches it feels like that, though!). We have a calling that goes way beyond the songs we sing and play.
 
   We are commissioned by God to carry His presence to His people. That isn’t just a nice, spiritually-sounding phrase but a calling to live lives that draw people to God, not turn them away; to be responsive to the leading of the Holy Spirit in our everyday lives, and help people to turn their eyes onto Jesus. Strong character, not great talent, carries the presence of God.
 
   God commissions us to carry His people into His presence, by creating an atmosphere that excites the inner man to burst out in praise and worship. By daring to be extravagant in our own worship. By daring to imagine new songs, anthems, sounds and rhythms. The soul and spirit is stirred by creativity and passion.
 
   You may have come into the worship team ‘by accident’ or because a friend brought you, or because you wanted use your gift in some way. But your involvement now you’re in doesn’t come from your own plans, but from God’s calling on you to serve Him and His house. Realise now that you are a commissioned worship team member, called and led by God’s purpose, not your own. Understand the responsibility that comes with that commission, and take it on wholeheartedly. When you do something because you know you’re called to it, that understanding changes the way you do that thing. You don’t treat it so lightly anymore; you find yourself thinking how could you do your part better, how could you help others do their part better.
 
   Let’s keep reminding ourselves of our commission in the worship team: to carry God’s presence to His people, and to carry God’s people into His presence, through character and creativity. This is your calling.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Discipled
 
   At Family Church we value discipleship – the daily decision to walk out the life God has called us to and is leading us through. Discipleship is marked by a life that is fruitful, regardless of the season through which it is going:
 
   Happy are those who don’t listen to the wicked, who don’t go where sinners go, who don’t do what evil people do. They love the Lord’s teachings, and they think about those teachings day and night. They are strong, like a tree planted by a river. The tree produces fruit in season, and its leaves don’t die. Everything they do will succeed. Psalms 1:1-3, NCV
 
   Discipleship submits to and responds well to correction:
 
   People who accept discipline are on the pathway to life, but those who ignore correction will go astray. Proverbs 10:17, NLT
 
   Discipleship results in consistent growth, and the falling away of immature and poor attitudes:
 
   When I was a child, I spoke and thought and reasoned as a child. But when I grew up, I put away childish things. 1 Corinthians 13:11, NLT
 
   As leaders of worship, leading the church into God’s presence not just through weekly congregational meetings but step by step further into all that God is leading the church as it grows, we need to keep ourselves submitted to leadership and to God’s inner voice. The fruit of our worship discipleship is a church and community that experience and engage with God’s miraculous, bondage-breaking, healing, restorative, grace-filled presence. Discipleship is a choice, but once we choose it we are in God’s hands to be moulded, refined and crafted into His workmanship. We are called to be carriers – of His presence and of His people. Discipleship enables us to carry more and more.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Bible-believing
 
   My son, give attention to my words; incline your ear to my sayings. Do not let them depart from your eyes; keep them in the midst of your heart; for they are life to those who find them, and health to all their flesh. Keep your heart with all diligence, for out of it spring the issues of life. Proverbs 4:20-23, NKJV
 
   The Bible, and the truth that it contains, is the very foundation of our faith, and without it we have nothing. There is more in the Bible than we could hope to discover in a lifetime, but it is the pursuit of truth that God calls us to each day – to not let His words be reduced to print or pixels but to seek Him in it daily. Those verses above, from Proverbs, say that God’s words are life to those that find it. We must be ever seeking, questing, journeying to know Him more through the words that have been handed down to us through the centuries. We read not to satisfy a sense of religious duty or put a tick in a box, but because these words bring life – God’s life – into our worlds.
 
   Let’s pursue the word of God with the same thirst that David wrote about – “my soul thirst for you, in a dry and thirsty land where there is no water”. That’s an overwhelming thirst, an uncomfortable thirst. But we have the promise that our thirst will be quenched, when we seek God, to know Him and to know His word.
 
   We believe the Bible, because it is the Word of Life – Jesus revealed to us. We need to know the Bible more, so we can know Jesus more.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Community
 
   Community is at the very heart of God’s plan for humanity – we were made to live in community, to be part of a family, not independent or alone. Community is established through common values and vision, and is bound through relationship. Our relationships with each other model God’s relationship with us – based on how we choose to be, not what others have done, enabled and empowered through grace and love.
 
   Community is essential for us as a worship team, because the strength of our leading flows out of the strength of our community – otherwise it’s just performance, a job that we turn up and do. Church – life, even – is more than just the jobs we do. It’s all about people. We all come broken. We all need each other. We can never let the songs or the style take precedence over the most important part of this design of God for His people – the people themselves.
 
   We serve the community of people that we are as much part of as anyone else. The way to make that work is to follow what the Bible says: honour each other, love another, prefer others above yourself, forgive, encourage, bless, comfort. God isn’t actually looking for us to become a great worship team, He’s looking for us to love each other. We become a great worship team not when we develop our musicianship or singing to a high degree of excellence but when we walk in love.
 
   Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity! It is like the precious oil upon the head, running down on the beard, the beard of Aaron, running down on the edge of his garments. It is like the dew of Hermon, descending upon the mountains of Zion; for there the Lord commanded the blessing – life forevermore. Psalms 133:1-3, NKJV
 
   Community is the heart of Gods kingdom, more important than any song or riff. The world needs the refreshing and blessing that comes upon the church that walks in community.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Spiritual
 
   We are a spiritual team, not just a natural musical team. In fact, the natural aspect of what we do has no real effect if the spiritual aspect is left out, ignored, overlooked or placed second. Everything we do flows out of the spiritual part of our lives.
 
   God made us body, soul and spirit. All three parts are important but if we are to live in all that God has called and purposes to, the spiritual part of our lives has to be the directional part. Yet, more often than not it is the soulish part of our lives that are lead by and respond to – especially creative people. Our souls are designed to be creative, to be imaginative and passionate, to find beauty and aspire to create it. But when we are led by our souls we become self-focused and egotistical, over-sensitive and unteachable. For creativity to be life-giving it must find its source in our spirit, our inner man that has been made alive in Christ. Jesus Christ is the original Creator, and for us to find purpose and influence in our creativity we must be found in Christ, not in ourselves.
 
   Being spiritual people means also that we need the Holy Spirit in all that we do. We wage a spiritual war, not a natural one. Our strength comes from our spiritual life, not our ability or knowledge, or even how good we think we are. We lead people in a spiritual act, not jut the natural acts of singing, clapping and dancing. Worship is the breath of our spiritual life, and our calling is to be leaders in it in God’s house. A life lived soulishly, or even carnally, will quickly become empty and shallow when trying to engage in the spiritual act of worship.
 
   Being spiritual people, and growing as spiritual people, means going deeper with God. We can lead God’s people to a deeper place of corporate worship when we choose to go deeper with God ourselves – not waiting for someone else to tell us, or for when it feels right, but because we long to know God more.
 
   Your spiritual life is vital – give it the highest priority in your life.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Relevance
 
   For us as a worship team, relevance goes way further than just using the latest songs or having a sound that echoes that of the current charts, or having a stage that looks modern, funky and atmospheric, or having all the main instruments that ideally should be in a band.
 
   Our role, our primary function, as a team is to point people to Jesus, and Jesus was and is the most relevant person on the earth. To be relevant means to be connected to or relating to the matter in hand, what’s happening in life at this moment. Life itself comes from God, so no one is more relevant to life than the Author of life Himself.
 
   Our relevancy as a team and as a ministry comes from how central to, and how focused upon, Jesus it is. To be relevant to the church, the worship we lead must carry the fragrance of God’s presence, that fragrance that draws people out of their self-focusedness to lift and fix their eyes on Jesus, who is their provider, healer, restorer, protector, guide, all that they need. What we do has relevance when it draws people to God who is more real than their circumstances, who sits above our problems and walks with us in them. Who or what could be more connected to what we, and everyone who comes to our congregations on a Sunday, and everyone we come into contact with during the week, than Jesus. And it is Jesus that people should meet through the worship we lead, not just us and the songs we play and sing.
 
   The natural tools we use to reach out to people are useful, but they won’t last – they change over the years. We can use them but we can’t rely on them or consider anything built with them to last for long. If we want what we do as a worship team to be enduring and have eternal impact, then there is only one ingredient we can ‘use’ and rely on, and that is Jesus Himself, His presence and truth. As long as we keep Jesus at the centre of all we do, we can be stripped of every natural tool and still be entirely relevant.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Responsive
 
   There are many ways that we can be responsive as a worship team.
 
   First and foremost, we must be spiritually responsive to God’s voice – we must be listening to Him, have our ear tuned to His direction (and away from our own soulish ambition or opinion). We must be ready to respond to Him when He stirs something new in us. We must be ready to respond when He calls us back after we’ve wandered away in our own strength, or when He corrects an attitude or wayward thought. A responsive heart toward God is the foundation for being a leader. Our experience, knowledge and skill – no matter what level – will not enable us to ‘walk upon the water’, when God calls to us to do something we’ve never done before; only an open, ready and responsive heart will get us to step out of the boat.
 
   We need to be responsive to our leaders – this is practical as well as spiritual, as leaders provide the spiritual covering and authority for a team, and being unresponsive to a leader pretty much puts you on the outside of that team. When we’re leading worship, the worship leader needs a responsive team behind them, ready to change the direction or dynamic of a song at a moment’s notice. To be responsive like that requires preparation on our part, learning and understanding the songs we use as well as listening and learning to follow the worship leader. When our leaders send out a challenge, our response should be to step up and take on that challenge. If something happens that you don’t like, how do you respond? Do you moan about or berate the leader (bad response) or do you approach and chat over the situation to reach a positive conclusion (good response)? Words are easy, it’s in our actions that our true response is shown.
 
   We also need to be responsive to each other. We’ve said many times before that the strength of our teams is built on good relationships. Do we respond with grace and humility to each other? If we find ourselves in a difficult situation where things are going wrong or taking time to be dealt with, do we respond with patience or kick off? If we hear criticism or rumours, is our response to protect our team or to allow those negative words to continue? To respond in every situation with grace is a choice, because it’s far easier to respond with a sense of retribution or judgment. Things happen, people have off days (or are just generally off!), situations change – how we respond determines how strong our commitment to each other is, because a good response in difficult circumstances requires real faith and persistence and a determination to live by God’s kingdom principles, no matter how hard. Again, words are easy, actions reveal the true heart of responsiveness.
 
   Responsiveness is a heart issue, not based on a formula or rule book. You can’t follow a laid-down guide to how you should respond – it comes from a heart that is set on God’s ways, set on seeking Him and serving His people.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Pot-plant or Planted?
 
   Those who are planted in the house of the Lord shall flourish in the courts of our God. Psalms 92:13, NKJV
 
   Worship is about how we live our lives, and when we serve in God’s house, that serving comes from the outflow of worship in our lives. We flourish in serving God’s purposes only when we are planted in His house, because the church is God’s answer to the hurt and searching of this world. The church is the answer. We are the answer. Us!
 
   We can’t do this by ourselves – God has designed it to be this way, because the church is a community and family built on love, reflecting the community and family of the Trinity. To receive the benefits of being in community, as well as to be able to serve it well, we need to be planted in, rooted deeply in.
 
   So are you planted in this house, or are you just a pot-plant? What’s the difference – well, we know what it’s like to be planted; a pot-plant, on the other hand, has no purpose except to provide some decoration! It isn’t part of the fibre of the house, it’s roots are not connected to the roots of the house, it isn’t drawing its nourishment and food from the house but is constantly demanding its own food. You can tell if someone is a pot-plant by how they treat church – the people, the commitments, the values. If a person’s own values, opinions and interests are more important, you know they aren’t planted in the soil of the house but in their own little container. If all they ever talk about is themselves, or what they’ve done, then you know they are a pot-plant in their own world, serving their own purpose.
 
   When you become planted in the soil of God’s house, you will grow more than you ever could before, the fruit you bear is more healthy, your foundation is stronger. When you are planted you become part of the bigger picture of God’s house and it stops being about you. People who are planted are very hard to move or be shaken. Pot-plants come and go, and leave no mark on the house.
 
   For God’s life to flow through us we need to be planted into the soil of God’s house where His life can flow into us. Be planted, not a pot-plant!
 
   


 
   
  
 

Generous
 
   Six days before the Passover Feast, Jesus went to Bethany, where Lazarus lived. (Lazarus is the man Jesus raised from the dead.) There they had a dinner for Jesus. Martha served the food, and Lazarus was one of the people eating with Jesus. Mary brought in a pint of very expensive perfume made from pure nard. She poured the perfume on Jesus’ feet, and then she wiped his feet with her hair. And the sweet smell from the perfume filled the whole house. Judas Iscariot, one of Jesus’ followers who would later turn against him, was there. Judas said, “This perfume was worth an entire year’s wages. Why wasn’t it sold and the money given to the poor?” But Judas did not really care about the poor; he said this because he was a thief. He was the one who kept the money box, and he often stole from it. Jesus answered, “Leave her alone. It was right for her to save this perfume for today, the day for me to be prepared for burial. You will always have the poor with you, but you will not always have me.” John 12:1-8, NCV
 
   This is one of the most well-known examples in the Bible of generosity in worship. Mary bought a bottle of perfume that was worth an entire year’s wages (so we’re not talking about the after shave counter at Asda here – nowadays you’d have to go to Harrod’s to buy the equivalent!), and in the space of a few minutes poured the entire bottle over Jesus feet. Now, as it was then, the thought of doing something similar would, for especially religious people, raise a cry of, “That could have been spent on something far more profitable for society”. You see here the two opposing forces that inspire worship – extravagant generosity, and meanness. Interestingly, the meanness always has a facade of generosity to it, and gives the impression of spirituality. But there is something about real heart-felt generosity, unrestrained giving, in worship that identifies it as real – it has a beautiful smell, you can see that a sacrifice has been made but it’s not about the sacrifice but about the One to whom the sacrifice is made.
 
   Living a worship life, there should be a selfless generosity to all that we do. We could never out-give God, as Pastor Andy often says – a worship life has no limits, doesn’t see limits, and doesn’t put limits on others. To grow as worshippers, and as worship leaders, we need to be generous with what we have right now.
 
   The generous soul will be made rich, and he who waters will also be watered himself. Proverbs 11:25 (NKJV)
 
   


 
   
  
 

Connecting
 
   Last Sunday Pastor Andy spoke about us being in a time of strengthening – before we start to stretch again, and in our last Core & General Leaders meeting we talked about what ‘strength’ looks like for our teams. One of the strengths mentioned was being able to connect with God and with the congregation, and that is something that we have been working on and developing in band for a while now.
 
   Connecting with God means being authentic in our worship, keeping Him as the reason and centre of all that we do, bringing our very best as an offering of devotion and love to Him. Connecting with the congregation has two ‘areas of application’ – on and off the stage. We lead from a stage – the stage is the focus and place of leadership for our meetings, and we need to be selfless when we are standing and serving on it, not allowing personal agendas or a need for attention to motivate us but a desire to serve and carry the church through passionate worship. On the stage we demonstrate worship but we don’t zone out into a personal worship zone – we invite the congregation into a united expression of worship. We smile, we move, we jump, we raise our hands, we open our eyes, we open ourselves up, we give of who we are to the church – all to create an atmosphere that empowers and release the church to worship freely.
 
   Off stage we need to continue that openness and friendliness, engaging in conversation (especially with new people), saying hello as we pass people in the corridor, not hiding away or keeping to ourselves. We are leaders on AND off the stage, it doesn’t end when we put down the mic, unplug the guitar or turn off the keyboard.
 
   


 
   
  
 

God isn’t fragile
 
   In some Pentecostal or charismatic circles of church so much emphasis is placed on not offending the Holy Spirit, that if we should put a foot wrong His presence would leave a meeting, the glory would end, the miracles would disappear; I think that creates a misunderstanding of God’s presence, that it is so fragile that the smallest thing would cause the Holy Spirit to bolt, almost as if God doesn’t really want to manifest His presence and His power on and through us and is looking for a reason not to be there! Maybe I’m overplaying it, but I have known many Christians who have desired God more out of fear that He might leave if they didn’t, than any kind of faith based on His promise and His word.
 
   2 Corinthians 4:7 (NKJV) says that “we have this treasure in earthen vessels”, that it is us that is fragile, not the treasure of God’s presence in our lives. God has promised over and over again that he would be with us, that He would never leave us. He knows that we are broken, fragile people, working our way through a process of restoration and healing as we grow to know Him more. He knows are failings and our weaknesses just as much as our strengths and talents. And yet He chooses to fill our lives with His presence. He chooses to live with our inconsistencies. He chooses to use and work through us, even though we mess up.
 
   As a team called to carry God’s presence we should have faith in His promises that He will be with us, He will work through us, He will lead us and He will empower and equip us. He has chosen to do it through us – He’s chosen us to do it through. By walking in humility and submission, by being selfless and showing grace and love, we experience the incredible blessing of God’s power working through us. A heart that is submitted to God will change, because that is what God promised to do. When we lead, we lead by faith in the promises of God that He wants to reveal Himself to and through His people, that He wants to heal and restore, that He wants to commission and send out – all from a place of worship.
 
   


 
   
  
 

David’s model of leadership
 
   He also chose David His servant, and took him from the sheepfolds; from following the ewes that had young He brought him, to shepherd Jacob His people, and Israel His inheritance. So he [David] shepherded them according to the integrity of His heart, and guided them by the skillfulness of his hands. Psalm 78:70, NKJV
 
   God chose David and took him out of relative obscurity, giving him responsibility for the whole nation of Israel. That last verse shows of David handled the burden he’d been given – having a heart passionate and honest towards God, and training his natural abilities as best he could. He led the nation of Israel through character and creativity. And even though he made some major errors, God still saw him as having a heart after His own, and honoured him long after he passed away. When Solomon took over as king the one thing he asked God for – and God would have given him anything – was wisdom so that he could lead the people of Israel well. He understood the burden of leading people and knew that he needed more than he had in himself to do it.
 
   We also are called and chosen to lead people, and with that calling comes God’s burden for His people – love, mercy and purpose. Without God’s help we will revert to rules and ceremony to help us carry that burden – same if our heart is not humbled, submitted and passionate for Him. Without love, mercy and purpose we rely on people to meet our needs, get frustrated when they don’t, and become disheartened when it gets hard. But through David’s model of character and creativity, we find that God is able to incredible things through limited resources; we see potential and opportunity, rather than lack or brick wall, because our eyes are on God and not on ourselves.
 
   


 
   
  
 

A thick skin?
 
   You hear often the phrase “oh, you need to develop a thick skin” in all kinds of places – all places generally that involve working with other people. The world would say that to get along you have to build a bigger and better barrier around yourself. You even hear it sometimes in some church situations, especially if you want to become a leader. Actually, it’s not a ‘thick skin’ that’s going to protect you, or enable you to work with ‘interesting’ people, but a greater understanding of grace.
 
   Grace is what we all walk in, day by day – the knowledge that all that we’ve done wrong has been erased by the sacrifice made by Jesus on the cross, and the sin gap that stood between us and God has been forever and permanently bridged; and the endowment of heaven’s power and wisdom to walk in this world differently, carrying God’s kingdom everywhere we go. And this grace is everyone’s, which means it’s just as much freely available to that ‘interesting’ person we mentioned earlier is it is to you – neither deserved it and neither will be refused it.
 
   Grace is what enables us to live as a family, as a community. It is what enables us to work and serve so closely together and not be riled, angered or turned off by what we see when we look into each other’s lives. Grace has covered us all and grace qualifies us all. Grace is more than overlooking the differences or offenses – it is God’s gift of His presence and power to us that makes us His people, light to this dark world. We are family, and we grow only because of grace. If we lose sight of grace, we lose sight of our purpose.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Surrender
 
   ‘When you see someone with their hands raised up it means “I give up”, “You’re bigger”, “You win”.’ (quote from Israel Houghton).
 
   To raise our arms and hands in worship is not just ‘what we do’ at our kind of church, it is representative of our surrender to God, acknowledging Him as greater, higher, bigger, able. It’s us saying, “Actually, I can’t do it, and I know it. I’m just going to let you instead”. IN and of itself, raising hands is just an act, but combined with the words that we are singing at the time, words that have engaged and connected with our heart and not just our minds, it makes a powerful statement to the world and the enemy, and becomes a powerful tool for the building of God’s kingdom in our world, and a powerful weapon against the warring in our minds and emotions. It may be nerves that hold us back, or hurt, or doubt, or a sense of guilt – but when we ‘give in’ to God, and bring to Him our heart-felt worship, lifting our hands in surrender and adoration, all of these things are blown out of the way, they’re literally disintegrated by the overwhelming knowledge of God’s love that He pours into us. Surrendering to God in worship opens the doors to God’s heavenly creative power to turn around desperate and impossible situations, to overturn charges thrown against us, to change things that we in ourselves would have no hope of changing.
 
   The first line of the chorus of the Chris Tomlin song we’re learning (and it’s title) is “I lift my hands to believe again”. To believe God’s word means surrendering our own will and plan; it means saying “This makes no sense, I don’t know how it’ll work, I’m not even sure it will – but I surrender to You and Your purpose, I choose to trust You over my own knowledge and experience.” That’s powerful worship.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Continuous grace
 
   There is a high expectation and demand when joining the worship team, and we make no apologies for that, because we believe in the power of heaven that is upon what we do. We’ve been given great responsibility, by our leaders and by God, to lead and to carry God’s people, to inspire and guide them, to stir them up and love them through, to bring encouragement and boldness in faith and to bring comfort and truth in hurt; all through the songs we play and sing! But then we’re not just playing and singing songs – we’re bringing what God has put in us to His people and allowing God to use it to bring His healing, comfort, strength, revelation, peace, joy, understanding, and so much more, into this world. It’s really a small part we play, in the grand scheme of things, but it is a part that we must give ourselves wholeheartedly to – doing so is our own expression of love and worship.
 
   We’re all at different places and stages in life, and skill, but that doesn’t change the demand placed on us. Yet in the midst of that demand is God’s promise, that we can come before Him, right to His throne, and receive the grace we need to accomplish all He’s called us to do (Hebrews 4:16). Though the demand is great, the grace to serve is even greater, more than we could imagine. We’re not meant to be able to manage it all in our own strength. A vision or dream that you can accomplish yourself is most likely not from God, because He looks for us to use faith – and no faith is needed to do something you know you can do. The promise in this verse from Hebrews has no time limit or proviso linked to it: whenever we need help – WHENEVER – we can receive God’s abundant grace and mercy. Let’s keep building our team – and your part in it – on God’s grace, and not ability or experience, nor allow it to be defined by the past.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Authenticity
 
   One of the things that makes us who we are is the authenticity of our worship – we believe that worship has to be real, has to come from a heart that is devoted to God, has to be honest and real and faith-filled. Authentic worship is what empowers our leading when we stand before a congregation, no matter what it’s size and no matter how many of us there are on a team. Without authenticity in our own worship, what gets brought to the church each week is shallow and over-dependent on performance. With authenticity our ‘performance’ becomes a part of our worship, a desire to do the very best because we love God and we love our church. Jesus said, in John 4:23-24, that God looks for people with truth in their worship – authenticity, honesty, faith.
 
   When Paul and Silas were locked up in prison, their worship was authentic, because it wasn’t based on their horrific circumstances but their faith and relationship with God. When the woman broke the jar of perfume over Jesus’ feet, her worship was authentic because it wasn’t based on show (“Hey, look at me, look at how much I love Jesus!”) but on her deep gratitude, knowing that the change in her life came about through undeserved grace. In the midst of being stoned to death, Stephen worshipped God authentically, not because he was trying to make his killers feel guilty or to annoy them but because right there he saw God and his revelation of God overwhelmed his pain, humiliation and fear.
 
   Authenticity doesn’t come because of the situation but because of your revelation of God and your relationship with Him. Keep pursuing and desiring God!
 
   


 
   
  
 

Godly passion
 
   There was a time, early in my Christian faith walk, that I thought that being passionate for God meant throwing aside every other passion in my life, so that He was my only passion. I’ve learnt since that God isn’t asking for us to do that. We’re made to be passionate about stuff, even stuff that has no eternal significance whatsoever.
 
   We’re uniquely and individually made, and it’s our passions – the things we value and enjoy – that define who we are. Proverbs 4:23 (NKJV) says, “Keep your heart with all diligence, for out of it spring the issues of life”. In the NIV that second half of that verse is “For everything you do flows from [your heart]”. Everything about us – what we do, what we choose, what we value, what we love, what we hate, what we fear – flows from our heart. We are so wonderfully and intricately made, by God, to value many things. But none of those should be thrown away and be replaced by a passion for God.
 
   Our passion for God must be foremost in our lives, and we must allow that godly passion to inform, influence and inspire all our other passions. When we do that we find God’s purpose in our design, in our makeup. Some passions fall away because they’re clearly not right for us. Some passions find new purpose, new direction – suddenly we see how God could use us to influence a part of our world that we thought we just did as a hobby! Some new passions are birthed in us, as we sense God’s heart for parts of our world that He wants us to think and act differently about.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Carrying dynamite
 
   But when the Holy Spirit comes to you, you will receive power. You will be my witnesses. Acts 1:8, NCV
 
   Right now we are walking around with dynamite inside of us – the dynamite of God’s power, the Holy Spirit. And when we lead worship, the dynamite power of God’s Spirit is there to blow apart the prison bars that hold people in, to smash away the chains of fear, and breathe the life of God into every heart and soul turned toward Him in worship.
 
   When a church as a whole devote their heart and soul to worshipping God, His throne is built in their midst – that means His rule, His reign, and His power is established right there, in that congregation of people – when their hearts are turned toward Him. That makes us as a people unstoppable; that makes our congregations unstoppable, because we become carriers of God’s presence, like the Ark of God’s Covenant that was carried before the children of Israel. Before the Ark even statues of idols fell (1 Samuel 5:3). When we carry God’s presence, heaven is able to invade our world – to bring healing, to being peace, to bring comfort, to bring justice and reconciliation.
 
   At Pentecost we remember that God took a bunch of devoted, sold-out, regular, everyday people and changed the world THROUGH them by releasing the power of heaven INTO them. Not even the prospect of death held them back. The Holy Spirit is still on earth, ready to move through a people who are devoted to God.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Unique
 
   God has called you. God has a unique calling for you that only you can walk in, a purpose that only you can fulfill. God has opportunities set up just for you, some because they play a significant part in your life, some just because He wants to bless you. And nothing we have done, are doing, or will do, can change God’s heart toward us, because His heart was fixed before He created everything.
 
   Our team has a unique calling and expression, made so because we each bring our uniqueness, our gifting, and our passion to serving our vision of carrying God’s people and carrying God’s presence. We’re not part of a team just to do a job, providing a musical service. God’s thoughts go way beyond mere tasks or jobs, but to lives expressing and reflecting His glory, and His life and power and love.
 
   Let’s not be defined by the tasks we perform (or wish to perform) but by all that God says we are and has done in us, and then serve His house from that understanding, that knowing of who we are in Him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

What kind of musician/singer do you want to be?
 
   That’s a really important question to ask yourself – what do you really want to do with your singing and/or musicianship? How far do you want to take it?
 
   Before I started learning guitar, way back when, I went to a Baptist church in Devon, and in the evenings their services were a bit more livelier, using more modern songs with a band. The band included two guitarists who both used the same very basic strum-strum-strummy-strummy style of playing, and I remember watching them and thinking, “I do not want to be that kind of guitarist – God deserves better!” That decision informed the way I learned, and continue to learn, to play the guitar.
 
   In Psalm 33:3 (NKJV) David writes, “Sing to Him a new song; play skillfully with a shout of joy”. In Chronicles 2:13, Solomon is preparing to build the temple and requests the help of Huram who is ‘a skilful man’ to oversee the craftsmanship. In Exodus 35 (particularly verse 35), Moses is talking about those being used to build the tent that will be the centre of worship for the nation of Israel, that they are filled with skill to do all manner of work. These verses represent a heart of excellence to do things well for God’s house.
 
   It’s very easy to settle at a certain level of skill or understanding of musicianship or singing, but is that really the kind of musician or singer you want to be? There are too many average musicians and singers in the worldwide church today, who have decided to settle with where they are, and stick with what they know. Is that what you want to be like? Or do you want to be a great musician or singer? Being great doesn’t mean being famous, it just means that your attitude is different to those who have decided to remain average.
 
   A great musician or singer is always learning, stretching themselves a little bit each time, able to take correction, happy to give as much or as little in their playing or singing as is required to serve the moment, not looking for recognition but to serve those they work with and the sound they are all creating.
 
   Ask yourself seriously, what kind of musician/singer do you want to be, and then change whatever needs changing so you start heading in that direction.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Always leading
 
   In two days He will put new life in us; on the third day He will raise us up so that we may live in His presence and know Him. Hosea 6:2-3, NCV
 
   Four hundred years before the cross, Hosea prophesied this verse, revealing not just that Jesus would die on the cross and be raised to life, but that God intended for it to involve us too. His desire was always that we would have new life, and that that life would be lived in His presence with a greater understanding of Him and all that He is. Right now we are alive in His presence, and we carry His presence into every life situation we experience, good and bad. Our vision is to carry God’s presence into the time of corporate worship when we meet together, but that carrying continues after the meeting.
 
   We are all leaders in life because our lives are now given to the cause of God’s kingdom, leading the lost to a loving, merciful, healing and welcoming God. It’s easy to allow the things of life to weigh us down if all we see are those things of life. God’s promise to us is that He has raised us up, given us new life, and brought us into His presence to live and to know Him. The things of life aren’t bad, most are actually good and necessary, but let’s not let those good things get in the way of the best thing.
 
   Let the things of life take their proper order when we set our heart and eyes back on where we now live and what we now carry – God’s presence. We’re always leading because we are always carrying God’s presence, and He’s always directing us towards the people He would have us take His presence to.
 
   


 
   
  
 

World changers
 
   The teacher sought to find just the right words to express truth clearly. Ecclesiastes 12:10, NLT
 
   We need to write songs that speak of our church’s heart, vision and journey – they are our anthems. We need to be willing to craft our songs – avoid using the excuse “God gave it to me like this” – it’s rarely true! The journey of crafting a song enables us to keep our congregations at the forefront of our motivation, and allows God to teach us more. Brian Johnson, worship pastor of Bethel Church wrote on Twitter recently, “Songwriters, pray for anthems that rally the church to change the world – God created melody for more than a goose bump. Ask God for phrases He wants in songs, lyrics that say what He is saying, and melodies that drive those lyrics deep.”
 
   Our songs can change people’s worlds: they can open a window of hope onto desperate and dark situations; they can carry personal words of encouragement from God to individuals; they can stir up a congregational passion to go. Our songs are not about us, they’re about what God can do through His people, and how God’s people can become aligned to God’s purposes and passion by opening their hearts and engaging with the words and melodies.
 
   I believe God wants to release something fresh and new into our church – all of our congregations – through songs that we have written ourselves. And when I say written, I mean crafted, worked on, refined. Songs that we’ve laboured over to make sure they carry truth and enable our congregations to engage with that truth easily. We are a creative people and the songs are in us, waiting to come out. Like Pastor Andy said on Sunday in Central, who knows what is waiting to come out of you!
 
   


 
   
  
 

Vision
 
   We’ve said many times how important vision is – without it we will lose life, dry up, and become religious and bound to duty and procedure. Vision takes time to form in our hearts, and it is during the tough times that vision really becomes formed and sharpened in our hearts – if we allow it. When things are hard work, where it would be easy to remain comfortable, or even give up, where going back to how things used to be would actually seem a more sensible option – that’s when we need to choose to hold on to our vision and press in to the harvest that God wants to bring to us.
 
   In Hebrews 3:7-8, the writer talks about how the nation of Israel lost sight of why they had to travel through the wilderness (to get to their promised land), and they allowed their hearts to become hardened. We are told: “today, if you hear His voice [if you catch hold of vision], do not harden your hearts . . . as in the day of trial in the wilderness”. Whenever we set our hearts to a vision that God has given us, we WILL go through trial, testing, seasons of wilderness where nothing happens, no growth takes place.
 
   We need those times, because through them God can make the vision stronger in our hearts – as long as we don’t allow our hearts to harden. For the Israelites, that decision to forget their vision of heading into their own land was catastrophic, because it meant they never reached the promised land – some even saw it afar off, as they got closer, and yet couldn’t enter because they’d harden their hearts.
 
   How tragic, that you can be within touching distance of your vision and yet not enter it because of the state of your heart. You can miss the answers and resources God has brought to you, you can miss new team members, you can miss out on the growth and maturity that God wants to bring in all our lives.
 
   Our vision, in worship team, takes us beyond ourselves and sets our focus on serving our congregations and serving God. The way we do things, the structure we use, the style, the songs, the way we lead and prepare, all flows out of how that vision has impacted our hearts. The trials and tough times will help establish vision in our hearts, so let’s never give up or let go.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Grow up!
 
   Here’s a great thought from The Message version of Matthew 5:48:
 
   In a word, what I’m saying is, grow up. You’re kingdom subjects. Now live like it. Live out your God-created identity. Live generously and graciously toward others, the way God lives toward you. Matthew 5:48, The Message
 
   Are we challenging ourselves to grow up, to leave behind the things that have consumed our lives in the past, or are we just letting life come as it comes, and reacting however we feel like? If we have been unclear as to our God-given purpose, have we done something about it, or are we just carrying on wondering and bouncing from idea to idea? The things that we’ve worried and fretted about, do they still hold us back? God is daily calling us forward, to grow up, to leave behind the things that are not part of the identity He has given us in Christ. That starts with living selflessly, being givers not takers, goers not sitters.
 
   The days of our lives really are numbered – are we really going to spend them living in a shallow, self-consumed way or are we going to grow up, lay down our lives for God’s kingdom and allow out His kingdom to be revealed through our whole lives. The crux of Pastor Steu’s message a few weeks ago in Central, on the lepers that Jesus healed, was that God moved in their lives ‘as they went’ – it didn’t happen as they sat around waiting for it, they had to respond to Jesus’ word and ‘go’.
 
   Let’s let go of the things that have hung around our lives, holding us down and causing worry and distraction, grow up, and live out our ‘God-given identity’.
 
   


 
   
  
 

The little things
 
   It may seem almost picky to keep going on about these housekeeping things, and in the bigger picture they are relatively small things. Like Pastor Andy says, we need to keep the big things BIG and the small things small, which means our primary focus must be on creating an atmosphere of worship and leading the church into it. But it is the small things that make the big things happen well; the small things make the big things happen without any stress or perceived effort. For instance, it’s very hard to effectively lead a large congregation like ours in worship if some of the team don’t know the songs, or don’t know what time they should arrive to set up their stuff, and in making those small things happen, the big thing gets overlooked or short-changed. Nailing the small things enables the big thing to remain the focus, and allows us to bring all our energy and passion into making the big thing happen.
 
   Song of Solomon 2:15 talks about catching the little foxes that spoil the vine – big foxes aren’t that much of a problem, they just nick a few grapes off and run, but the little foxes can’t reach the grapes so they nibble at the vine itself, and end up killing it. Little things are important to God. But they are just little things. The vinekeeper’s big thing, their main focus, is a nice vintage after all the work of growing, cultivating, reaping, crushing, fermenting and laying down to mature. They’ll lose that if they don’t deal with the little things, but they can’t spend all their time and focus on the little things because they’ll forget to actually make the wine.
 
   Let’s nail the small things, the principles and ways that we do things, to enable us to step in front of our church and lead them boldly, in peace and in strength, united with the same purpose and desire.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Scaffolding or Brick?
 
   We’ve just had a great weekend with Stephen Matthew, with excellent teaching on building God’s House. It’s the call for all of us to become builders, and get stuck in. I’ve often heard from the odd (meant both ways) Christian that they’ve gone along to such-and-such church “to help them out”, or come along to a meeting “to support” the church; that’s all nice, but it’s not what God has called us to. He hasn’t commissioned us to be bits of scaffolding, that stand outside of the house and provide support for a period. He’s made us as bricks, cemented into the very structure; there through thick and thin, sun and storm. If you took a brick away from the house it was built into, you’d soon notice! Gaps cause weakness, allow rain and wind in, and let warmth out.
 
   Here’s a challenging thought: if you stopped doing what you did, would anyone notice, would something seem not right, would things not work so well together? I hope so, for all of us, because even the seemingly smallest part played has a massive effect on the overall house. One of my favourite thoughts from FC United was the fact that, when the wall of Jerusalem was being rebuilt in Nehemiah 3, people who’s training was in working with gold, or creating incredible perfumes, didn’t feel limited by their training but got stuck in with what was needed (can you imagine walking along the finished wall and suddenly stopping because some of the bricks smelt nicer than the last ones, or all of a sudden the wall started sparkling?!!); they weren’t limited by age or gender, either (hence one section of the wall that was coloured pink and covered in flowers: Nehemiah 3:12 ;) ).
 
   They built because it was their home, they were planted there – they weren’t just visiting or helping out.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Time to Go
 
   Go through, go through the gates! Make the way ready for the people. Build up, build up the road! Move all the stones off the road. Raise the banner as a sign for the people. Isaiah 62:10, NCV
 
   This is one of the verses that God gave me when we started as worship pastors, and it’s one of those verses where God reveals more stuff the more you read it. Back then it really seemed to be talking to me about the songs we use, and how they’d direct people to God, but now I can see more of what God is saying through it and it’s right for right now! This year’s Empower Conference is all about “GO!”, and comes after Andy’s messages last year and the launch of Portsmouth North reflecting our transition into becoming a missionally-motivated church. This verse starts with the command to GO – go, leave the city, get out there, beyond what’s safe and what we’ve come to know. It’s a sending out with a purpose, though – to make the road into the city ready to take all the people coming in.
 
   •              The road must be made strong and built up.
 
   •              The path must be cleared of rubble and obstructions.
 
   •              The people must have clear direction as to the way they should go.
 
    
 
   This verse speaks to so many areas of the worship team, including the songs that we use and the music we play, as well as our attitude and commitment, our selflessness and boldness.
 
   
  
 

Go
 
   Let’s think outside of ourselves, not looking to what is comfortable for us but to what will help others. The Bible calls us to prefer others above ourselves. That’s got to be in our thinking and our actions.
 
   
  
 

Build
 
   Let’s make what we do strong musically, and let’s make each other strong by encouraging and supporting each other. Music creates a pathway for people, and so does community.
 
   
  
 

Clear
 
   Let’s not allow anything to be left that could cause anyone to stumble, or to be hurt. When a road gets used a lot, the top layer crumbles and can cause more damage through use – it’s part of life. But let’s keep all that we do clear from offences, worries or niggles, and when they show, clear them away quickly.
 
   
  
 

Lead
 
   Give people something to follow, something worth following. People aren’t led by great musicianship, they’re led by passion. Praise and worship without passion is just religion.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Carrying God’s Presence
 
   We thoroughly believe in excellence and doing the very best with what you have, and believing for the growth of our resources and skills (and putting in the hard work). Underpinning that, though, is the main thing – to carry, and bring to every area of our lives, the presence of God. The pastors have been preaching these last few weeks about walking in God’s favour, and this comes when we allow God’s presence to impact to the very core of our being and be poured out into every area of our lives.
 
   When we lead worship as a team, we lead from the presence of God that abides in us – if we just led from our skill or understanding, or from previous experience, we would not be leading from a place that connects the congregation to God’s presence, we’re just connecting them with our skill and ability. Skill is great but it won’t change people’s lives, it won’t release them from bondage and hurt, it won’t open their eyes to truth and overwhelm them with a revelation of grace. We don’t do any of that – it’s all through God’s presence, the abiding anointing and empowering of the Holy Spirit that describes Jesus’ ministry in Luke 4 and Acts 10:38.
 
   Our walk with God is what empowers us to serve; and even when our walk seems shallow, God’s grace is abundant to us, calling us to make that walk deeper and closer. Let’s keep the main thing the main thing, the defining thing in our daily lives.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Revelation
 
   Jesus asks the disciples two questions in Luke 9:18-20. The first is “Who do the crowds say I am?”; the second is “Who do you say I am?” Jesus desire in leading the disciples through this kind of questioning was to get them away from the ‘going-along-with-the-crowd’ mentality to making it personal. Being in a crowd can be great, but a crowd is easily swayed towards the majority, and a crowd’s opinions very quickly switch from one way to another. Take the crowd that filled Jerusalem during the week from Jesus’ triumphant entry up at the start until He was arrested, put on trial and crucified at the end. The same crowd praised Him and then jeered Him, within the space of a few days. Jesus’ second question brought it right home for the disciple, and made it a heart issue for them. In Matthew’s record of this conversation (Matt 16:13-17), after Peter has answered that Jesus is the Christ, Jesus explains that this understanding, this knowing of who Jesus is, has been given to Peter by God the Father.
 
   Worship – real worship – comes from personal revelation of who Jesus is. It’s easy to get caught up in the crowd of praise, but it’s just shallow noise if it isn’t coming out of your own revelation of Jesus. I remember the first time worship actually meant something to me because I suddenly understood who Jesus was, and what He’d done for me, even though I’d been raised going to church and hearing the Bible all the time. It’s when that moment of revelation hits that you realise how much you want to worship God, and how little you really care about what others think or say.
 
   Psalm 119:18 (NIV) gives us a good prayer, especially when we find ourselves struggling to be inspired in worship: “Open my eyes that I may see wonderful things in Your law”. Normally ‘law’ is dry and boring, but when God opens our eyes we suddenly see Him and understand His truth, and what seemed dry and dull becomes life-giving and inspiring. There is so much of God to know and see – He is inexhaustible and eternal, and every time we look to Him we see something new. Let’s bring that personal revelation to the crowd and lead them with worship that has depth and passion.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Glorious God
 
   Last week I wrote about how worship should change us, when we choose to change what we’re looking at. Keeping our eyes fixed on God, and not even the manifestations of His presence and power about us, is key to authenticity in worship. The Israelites were surrounded by manifestations of God’s presence when they headed out of Egypt to their promised land: they were led continuously by pillars of cloud and fire – not something you see every day, really – and their food fell to the ground without fail every breakfast, waiting to be collected. And yet, as it says in Psalm 106:20 (NCV), “they exchanged their glorious God for a statue of a bull that eats grass”! In the midst of the miraculous, they forgot where it was all coming from and settled for something that had no power, no glory, no presence and no life! I like the way the New Century Version puts it too, to make the distinction so clear – from a ‘glorious God’ to a ‘statue of a bull’. No matter what the Israelites did to their statue, no matter what skill they employed or carefully-worded praise, or clever rationalisation – it was just a statue and it was no comparison to the glory and magnificence of God.
 
   When we fix our eyes on God, the man-made things around us really do pale in significance, not because they are rubbish or badly made or anything like that, but just simply because God is so glorious, so incredibly magnificent, so awesomely and superlative-exhaustingly great. The Israelites were easily distracted, even when God’s presence was so clear and evident, because their hearts were distracted with their own desires and needs. Let’s be worshippers whose eyes are fixed on Him, even when His power is evident around us; and let’s lead worship that draws people to see Him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Turn your eyes
 
   Worship goes way beyond the songs we sing and the music we play, we know that. Someone once said that “You become more and more like the thing you worship, the more you worship it”. I read a tweet recently that said “You know you’ve worshipped God when you walk away changed”. The old hymn goes:
 
   “Turn your eyes upon Jesus, look full in His wonderful face, then the things of the earth will grow strangely dim in the light of His glory and grace”.
 
   There is something about worship, that nothing else can do, that works a change in us whenever we give ourselves over to the doing it wholeheartedly. In exchange for the trust, devotion, honesty and dependence that give to God in worship, He does something in us that makes a little more like Him, that draws out the Spirit-filled, Spirit-led life that was birthed in us when we were saved.
 
   It is that exchange that we are ministers of whenever we stand before our congregations, serving God’s people by doing all we can to draw out worship and praise that is heart-felt and faith-filled, and serving God by making a way for Him to move in and amongst His people, to bring healing and peace, salvation and purpose, surrender and change. When we take our eyes off Jesus, we start to think that it is us, our skill, our dedication, our time, that has brought these great things. We are His instruments, as long as we keep our eyes turned fully onto Him, and make all that we do our offering of worship. All glory to God, who is able!
 
   


 
   
  
 

Stretch
 
   Stretching is good. We experience stretching in all kinds of ways, from physical to spiritual. The Wikipedia definition of stretching is: a form of exercise in which a specific skeletal muscle (or muscle group) is deliberately elongated, often by abduction from the torso, in order to improve the muscle’s felt elasticity and reaffirm comfortable muscle tone. The result is a feeling of increased muscle control, flexibility and range of motion.
 
   There are some great points to draw out from that definition to help us grow as worship leaders and worshippers. Firstly, stretching is deliberate – it doesn’t happen by accident or take us unawares, it’s something we initiate ourselves and determine to do, because we sense the need for it. We do it in response to an awareness that we’re not quite mobile or awake enough. Secondly, stretching is needed to loosen up and prepare for use – it enables us to make sure we give out of our best, and not just what we can be bothered with or feel like doing; it gets our attitude focused on what we’re going to be doing, and what we’re supposed to be doing. Thirdly, stretching is needed to improve – to improve skill, to improve understanding, to improve maturity and character. Finally, if we’re not prepared to stretch, then when the big exercise or tasks come, we’ll get hurt or broken.
 
   Stretching keeps us looking ahead and not caught in a rut; it’s a choice to not sit and let things happen, and end up being unprepared, but to ready ourselves, think ahead, be expectant, anticipate growth and new things. We need to keep stretching ourselves physically and spiritually. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 9:24 that we should “run the race to win”, and in 2 Timothy 2:15 to “show ourselves approved” – we should make sure we’re always stretching ourselves, never getting comfortable, ready to take up the challenge as it comes.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Hungry?
 
   I saw a great tweet from Bill Johnson, the pastor of Bethel Church, recently: he wrote “The hungry listen to learn; the satisfied listen to critique”. I wonder how hungry we are?
 
   Psalm 63:1, in the Message, says “God – you’re my God! I can’t get enough of you! I’ve worked up such hunger and thirst for God, travelling across dry and weary deserts”. Proverbs 16:26 says “Appetite is an incentive to work; hunger makes you work all the harder”. We should always have a hunger for God, for His presence, and for His word; even when we see God supplying our need, we should keep that hunger in our hearts that caused us to seek Him in the first place. Because, when it comes down to it all, it’s the ‘seeking God’ bit that God is really interested in – not that He doesn’t care for us at all, absolutely not. He loves us and has promised to supply all our need and knows so much detail about us that he can count all the hairs on our head. No, it’s that we, in our relationship with Him, always make seeking Him our highest priority. God’s promise to supply our need comes after the call to seek Him.
 
   Our hunger for God infects and motivates our whole life, especially the attitudes that form and shape and direct us. A lack of hunger will cause us to ‘not be bothered about our personal practice because, hey, we can do it well enough, that’s alright, isn’t it’. Hunger, as Bill Johnson stated, keeps us learning, wanting to improve, wanting to go deeper, wanting to discover more – and there is so much more for us to discover. As Pastor Andy says, God hides His gifts from us not because he doesn’t want us to have them but because He wants us to go find them – it’s the journey of discovery that God loves because He shares it with us.
 
   


 
   
  
 

A little yeast
 
   I hate religion. There, I’ve said it. Actually, that’s not such a shocking thing to say in our church, as it’s a pretty strong theme throughout our culture. I was once asked to speak at the Sunderland Uni Christian Union a few years ago, and I opened with that statement, and got the reaction I hoped for (stunned silence!), but it allowed me to speak about the difference between worship based on religion and worship based on relationship.
 
   Religion is the enemy’s greatest weapon against an effective church, because it lulls a person or group of people into thinking that what they’re doing is right and good, when in fact it is drawing them further and further away from God’s heart, and making them feel good about it too! Religion is anything that comes from us relying on our own strength, experience, knowledge or preference, and is justified because in the past it worked and was clearly right and must therefore have been blessed by God so let’s keep doing it because we don’t want to do anything that displeases God.
 
   Jesus said that religion was like a little yeast that gets worked into the bread dough, and puffs it up when it gets baked – which is awkward when you’re trying to make flat bread. In the same way, a little religion puffs up our heads in the success of ministry. God is the God of today and tomorrow, as well as yesterday, and God is the God of new (and different) things, as well as old. Religion will stop us in our tracks as we seek to walk in God’s new thing today, and God’s newer thing tomorrow. Religion will make us think that we’re doing the right thing. Religion will make us think we’re doing what God wants, and honouring and obeying His word, and anyone who does different is clearly in disobedience. It’s such a subtle thing, but it’s aim is always to pull our hearts away from God’s heart.
 
   Relationship is now, is growing, bears fruit, enjoys intimacy, handles change, brings peace and confidence. David, in Psalm 139, asked God to search his heart and reveal anything that was pulling him away from God. That’s a big prayer to make because the results could be quite uncomfortable – but David wanted nothing in the way of his relationship with God. As worship leaders – all of us, standing before our congregations and asking them to follow us in corporate worship – let’s make David’s prayer our own, so we always bring pure, heart-felt worship to God’s House.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Potential
 
   It can be hard sometimes knowing what to write in a short space each week, when there’s so much I actually want to say – where do I start?; where do I stop? It’s always been my desire to help release people into their potential, and combine that potential together to make something incredible happen for God’s kingdom. Our understanding of our own potential can be so limited, and coloured by the past, but what God has put in each of us is so amazing, and the more we know who we are in Christ, the more we know Him, the more we’ll see that potential being used to build God’s kingdom.
 
   The thing about potential is that it can be used anywhere and in any way – in Physics, potential energy is not ‘actual’ energy, but just ‘unrealised’ energy, and it can be expressed and used in any way possible, good or bad. We all have the potential to use what God has given us well, or to waste it, or to use it selfishly or badly. It’s when we grow closer to Jesus that He can speak into our hearts the channels – the ideas and plans and opportunities – out of which that potential can flow and become a life-changing power. And when we allow our potential to become part of a greater outflow of everyone’s potential, then cities are changed, laws are rewritten, governments yield to truth and hurting people find healing. Even adding your potential to just one other person makes it ten times more powerful (Deuteronomy 32:30 – read it!). That’s why we love team so much.
 
   There is so much potential in our team, it’s so great to watch it find a greater release and expression. Keep close to Jesus, let His heart be revealed to us, and in us, so it is His power that breaks the yoke and heals the heart wherever we’re called to be.
 
   


 
   
  
 

God is able
 
   That’s an easy thing to say, and it’s a difficult thing to say – easy because we’re a faith-filled, Bible-believing-and-declaring kind-of church that knows the power of declaring God’s word and God’s promises over our lives regularly and consistently; difficult because we’re held to those words when we step into circumstances that cause us to decide whether we actually believe them or not, and are going to stay consistent throughout the time that it seems like those words are not true.
 
   The song God is able, from the latest Hillsong Live album, was written just before violent fires and earthquakes hit the oceanic area of the globe, and in an article about the album Reuben Morgan wrote that the song took on a whole new life simply because people chose to sing and declare the words of the song despite the desperate situations many of them were going through. That’s when faith becomes the determining factor in our worship life. Take Jehoshaphat, in 2 Chronicles 20 – when the nation of Israel were facing utter defeat by the masses of the Ammonite, Moabite and Edomite armies, they chose to step out with praise saying, in verse 20, (NCV) “Have faith in the Lord your God and you will stand strong”.
 
   We as leaders need to make sure that the words of the songs we sing are faith-filled words, not just poetic or inspirational. When we sing by faith, we bring God’s presence through the songs and lead the congregation to sing by faith too.
 
   


 
   
  
 

How are you dressed?
 
   I heard a really good message the other day online from Steven Furtick, which I want to share here. He mentioned about how he recently went to a wedding and on the way had to stop for petrol. As he was filling the car up he realised he was incredibly over-dressed for being at a petrol station and felt he had to explain to other people, whether they were interested or not, that he didn’t normally dress in a suit but he was just on his way to a wedding. The point he drew from that was that he wasn’t dressed for where he was at that moment, he was dressed for where he was going, and even if others thought he looked a little weird or odd, it didn’t matter because the petrol station was not his destination. He dressed for where he was going, not where he was at.
 
   That got me thinking, as we’ve talked a lot recently about where we’re going as a team, and as a church (and I mean all of our creative teams, not just the Portsmouth worship team) – are you dressed for where we are now, or for where we’re going? I don’t mean your clothing here, obviously, but how we think, how we live, how we walk out God’s calling and live daily for Him. God has spoken things over us a team, and over us individually, but have those words made a difference to the way we live and act and speak and think now? Are we carrying on the way we always did because that’s what we know, or has what God has said to us started to change us?
 
   When God speaks something to our hearts, a word of direction, of calling, then not only do we need to take hold of those words by faith and speak them over us, we need to start making changes to how we live and what we do, to take us into God’s calling. If God had called you to be a sugar beet farmer while you were a wheat farmer, it’d be all very well saying “Yes, I’m a sugar beet farmer, ‘cause God says so!”, but if you continued to sow wheat in your fields, you’d still be a wheat farmer, and always would be. God’s calling requires us to invest in something new, like Abraham picking up his tents and moving in a new direction. Let’s check that we’re dressing ourselves for where we’re going, not where we’ve reached so far.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Consumed or Consumer
 
   Pastor Andy’s message on Sunday was inspiring and challenging, and leaves us with the thought that although we give our time weekly to serve God’s house, are we giving it out of what’s easy to give or are we giving it even when it’s uncomfortable or awkward. Andy’s example of the football fan who turns up to support their team rain or shine, in defeat or victory, local or some other part of the country, shows the capacity that we have to give ourselves to something that has captured our hearts. Compare that to the sofa fan (like me, really!) who’ll watch football when it’s on TV, and maybe buy the odd football shirt when it’s on offer at Sports Direct (other sports retail outlets are available) but will never go out of their way to actually show that support come what may – that kind of fan will consume when it suits them but will never give out; they haven’t been consumed by their level of devotion.
 
   Dr Leon van Rooyen’s mentioned the week before that the level of love or devotion you have for something will determine the length of the journey you travel with it; and it also defines your attitude on that journey too. Low devotion will result in a poor and negative attitude, where all you’ll see are faults. A high level of devotion will cause you to not let the faults deter you but seek to work out those faults as well as build on the strengths. A high level of devotion will develop maturity and character, low devotion will keep you shallow and flakey.
 
   Let’s become more and more consumed with God, and with His house, His people. How can we better serve the people God has called us to? Is there more of our lives we could pour out to see God moving in other’s lives? Have we set a level of devotion in our lives toward God that needs to be lifted off so that God can work through us in a greater way?
 
   


 
   
  
 

David’s example
 
   David was a man who wholeheartedly gave himself to trusting and knowing God. Throughout his whole life he developed his character to become a great leader. As a child he was patient and humble, knowing his anointing was given and not gained. As a teenager he was faithful and full of faith: he served in the background and was not fazed by the giants he had to overcome. When he faced huge challenges as an adult, he was rooted in faith and in God’s strength; he saw every situation as an opportunity to seek God and develop his relationship.
 
   For his commitment to improve and develop his character he was given great influence. “The greater your character the more God will entrust to you. The more God entrusts to you the greater your influence!” 
 
   We must remember as musicians and singers, gifted creatively, and positioned for all of the church to see each weekend, that everything we do must come from our relationship with God, through whole-hearted trust in what He says, and not on the skills, knowledge or experience we have – every situation, big or small, becomes an opportunity for us to allow God to become strong in us and be strong through us. As a team lets be committed to honour the position/anointing God has given us, as ‘stewards’ of Family Church worship, by developing our character.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Belt it out!
 
   The Message version of the Bible is great for putting verses into very bold, down-to-earth language that hits the mark. Read Psalm 105:2 in any other translation and it’s a good verse about telling others of the things that God has done. But here’s what it says in the Message:
 
   Sing Him songs, belt out hymns, translate His wonders into music! Psalm 105:2, The Message
 
   That’s a pretty good commissioning statement for a worship team – it sums up what we’re called to do and the passion we’re to do it with: you can’t belt something out quietly or emotionlessly! The second half of that verse especially defines our creative mission – take all that we know of God, all that’s been revealed to us, all that we understand, and put it into the sound we create, both vocally and musically, through our writing, through our playing, and through our singing. That has to start from a place of relationship – knowing God, seeking Him, walking daily with Him – we have to have something to be able to translate it into something else. Then comes the development and expression of our creative skills, to be able to take what is stirring in our hearts and put it out there for people to engage with. There’s a challenge tied up in that, that we should continually be learning and honing our gifts – so that we’re able to express what God is doing on the inside of us. King David used to make new instruments so that he could find ways of expressing that worship, thanks and adoration of the wonders of God.
 
   This isn’t something reserved for the ‘incredibly gifted’ – David didn’t put any limitations or qualifications on these verses when he wrote them. They were a challenge and inspiration to the whole nation of Israel, and so also to us.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Motivation
 
   Do you know what motivates you? What was it that originally inspired you to join the worship team? Has that changed since?
 
   What motivates us is a very important thing to think about. Often when we get started in serving in a team we’re filled with a sense of purpose and drive to meet a need and serve others. But it’s very easy, as the weeks go by, for the things that move you to change – as we become aware of the things we need, we start to feel that if we don’t meet them, no one will. Or we get caught in a rut of duty: “This is what I do, it’s what I’ve always done”. There are many ways in which our motivation can change, often without us realising.
 
   Let’s keep a check on what we are motivated by, and get back to that place where we are inspired to lay down our lives to serve others, where we give all that we can so that other’s lives can be changed, healed, restored. Our motivation is key – in Proverbs 4:23 it says that out of our hearts flow the issues of life: in other words, what we’re motivated by will influence and affect all that our lives touch. Self-centred motives will never bring life to others, only death. We bring life by laying down our lives, like Jesus did, to serve others.
 
   Do a heart check, and keep those motivations grounded in love, faith and serving others.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Blue pegs
 
   Last weekend we were up in Suffolk, staying with Ali’s parents, and on the Sunday I spoke at our old church that we helped to plant way back in 1995. I ‘borrowed’ Derek Smith’s Blue Pegs message and shared about one of my blue pegs that God put in my life literally a week before it completely changed – a friend who’d already been through what I was just about to go through, and who was there in church this weekend.
 
   When we met all those years ago, that blue peg friend got me thinking about learning the guitar properly, and encouraged me in playing at church. At the time, when we met, it seemed quite insignificant, but now, looking back, that meeting pretty much shaped the rest of my life. I even met Ali (my wife) through him (he’s her cousin!). Sharing that blue peg message at my old church reminded me again of how significant the relationships we have right now are, and how much we should protect them from niggles and petty annoyances, because we have no way of knowing what impact those relationships will have in our future, or what impact we will have on others lives. Proverbs 4:23 tells us to guard our hearts, because out of it flow the issues of life.
 
   Our relationships are stored and nurtured in our hearts, so let’s give the same care to guarding our relationships with each other as we would to guarding our own hearts. Then God’s life will flow out of all that we do as a team.
 
   No relationship is insignificant.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Experience is key
 
   Experience can make the difference in someone’s life. If you have a bad or good experience, you remember it, and it colours your view of that place or event for years to come.
 
   We had an interesting experience with two restaurants today. The first restaurant managed to mess up their service quite badly, so that we ended up being served food that had been handled by another customer, and was not very hot, and we were then lied to by the waitress about the freshness of the replacement food (which was just the original food but less warm!). The manager apologised but that was it – no compensation, no courtesy. A bad experience. The second restaurant made an error in our order, and when we pointed it out they apologised and offered us free dessert and coffee – on the whole a good experience. Both could have been bad experiences, but the second restaurant turned it around with their care and generosity.
 
   People’s experiences of church can be similar – something bad happens, no one seems to care, people leave and don’t go anywhere else; or they find somewhere that makes them feel welcome and part of the family, and they also don’t go anywhere else! What we do as part of a church meeting plays a huge part in the overall experience that people – especially new and unchurched people – have when they come to a Family Church congregation, and we must never forget that. We have the opportunity each week to be a part of making a huge difference in the lives of people who need help, who need hope, who need healing, who need friendship.
 
   Our own experience of church is so much better when we help make someone else’s experience great.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Culture
 
   I did a search on dictionary.com for the meaning of the word ‘culture’ and got some interesting results back:
 
   Culture is the quality in a person or society (or team) that arises from a concern for what is regarded as excellent in arts, letters, manners, scholarly pursuits, etc.
 
   Culture is the behaviours and beliefs characteristic of a particular social, ethnic or age group.
 
   Culture is the sum total of ways of living built up by a group of human beings and transmitted from one generation to another.
 
   There were a few others related to soil and biology, but those three stood out.
 
   What defines, directs and drives us as a team comes from our concern, or passion, for excellence in what we do; it comes from the combining of all we are passionate about, all that we set as high priority (and also low priority), and all that we enjoy and flourish in. And all of that affects those we serve and those who would aspire to serve with us.
 
   Two things to point out:
 
   1) Let’s continue to bring all that we are to the worship team – never treat as ‘a job we do on Sundays’ but see it as a part of the outflow of God’s life through you to the world you have contact with. We are individuals with influence serving together as a team with a much greater influence, and each of us bringing our best enables and releases the whole team to bring our best.
 
   2) Consider that what we do now is not just for now but influences the next generation, and generations to follow. All that we do, on and off the stage, is watched and will be modelled. Let’s pass on a great culture.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Everything we need
 
   Last week I looked at some verses in 2 Peter, things we need to take responsibility to add to our lives. A few verses back from that list it says this:
 
   Jesus has the power of God, by which He has given us everything we need to live and serve God. 2 Peter 1:3, NCV
 
   That’s a great promise, and one we need to remind ourselves of continually, as all that we do to serve God and His house is through what He has given us, and when it looks like we don’t have what it takes, we find that God has given us all that we need.
 
   This promise gives us strength no matter what size out team is, or how many people we lead in worship each week, because wherever we’re serving – in a small group or at a big conference, one service a day or three – God has given us all that we need, which is way more than we actually realise or are often able to see with our own eyes
 
   Just after the verse above it says, “We have these things because we know Him.” All that resource, all the wisdom, all that ability and creativity, flows out of our relationship with Jesus – getting to know Him, growing in our understanding of His Word, living it out day by day.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Building
 
   After we’ve had such a great Empower weekend, I want to encourage you with a verse from 2 Peter 1:
 
   Don’t lose a minute in building on what you’ve been given, complementing your basic faith with good character, spiritual understanding, alert discipline, passionate patience, reverent wonder, warm friendliness and generous love, each dimension fitting into and developing the others 2 Peter 1:4, The Message
 
   We need to take all that we’ve gained over the last week, and even the last few months, and make sure we’re building our character, and developing our relationships, and allowing our hearts to be filled with the awe and wonder of knowing Jesus. It’s out of this that flows our expression of worship that includes how we serve and our creativity. And the key of this verse is that it is our responsibility to build character, love, patience and all the other things into our love – we can’t just sit around expecting God to make it all happen while we do nothing. We need all these things to grow in our lives, because we’re not here just doing a job, but living life together, the way God intended.
 
   This list in 2 Peter 1:4 is a great standard to hold over all that each of us do, in our life but particularly in worship team.
 
   
  
 



Trust and obey
 
   I’m not quite sure why I started thinking about the hymn Trust and Obey, but the other night I couldn’t get the lyrics of the chorus out of my head, so I googled it to find out more. The lyrics are very well-known:
 
   Trust and obey, for there’s no other way to be happy in Jesus but to trust and obey.
 
   The story behind this hymn comes from when one of the writers, Daniel Towner, was at an evangelistic meeting held by Dwight Moody, in the 1880’s, and heard a new believer stand and say, “I’m not quite sure. But I’m going to trust, and I’m going to obey”. He then took that though to his friend John Sammis and together they came up with the hymn that still gets sung all over the world today.
 
   There’s such simple and powerful faith in that statement, to realise that there’s still so much to understand but what is important is to trust God, and to obey – to not sit around waiting for answers but to get out and serve, and keep serving and know that God is higher, and greater, and stronger. To some it may seem a very shallow thought – being happy – but really the writers meant so much more than that, when you read the other lyrics of the song. Real peace is only found in Jesus, and that’s the message that we bring to the world around us every day, and it’s the message that needs to always come through when we lead worship, beyond the notes we play and the words we sing.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Faith stories
 
   Everyone has a faith story, and regardless of how big or small it may seem in our own eyes, our faith story has the potential to bring hope to many people, some if not most we’ll probably never even know about. Ali shared her faith story last Tuesday of our move from Stowmarket, in Suffolk – where she had the security and safety of her home town, her family, her Uni course, my job, the boys in a good school – up to Sunderland where, up until she made the decision to just trust God and step out, there was no certainty of a place on a Uni course, a house to live, a job for me or a school for the boys. But when she made that decision to trust God, within a fortnight all those things had fallen into place.
 
   Our faith stories are more than ‘milestones’ along the journey of faith – they become part of how we live out our faith and are heard in the outflow of God’s life into the lives of those we minister to and do life with. When we stand on the stage to lead God’s people, we’re not just singing songs that talk about faith, we’re declaring with our lives how God has moved on our behalf – to bring about seemingly impossible change, breakthroughs, miracles, changes of heart, provision, healing, and more – and these songs we’re singing sum it all up (well, at least part of it anyway!). The songs we lead take on a new life because they have behind them the life-changing power of God, and we lead with an attitude of “God did it for me, and He’ll do it for you too!”
 
   More of our faith stories are still being written now. Whatever we’re going through, let’s remember who the author of our story is – and if we’re not at the chapter where God makes it happen, then it is still to come. That isn’t wishful thinking, that is faith, holding onto the promise of God when what we see suggests another ending.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Our heart
 
   Proverbs 20:5, in The Message, says “Knowing what is right is like deep water in the heart; a wise person draws from the well within”. It takes a bit of effort to draw out of our heart the wisdom that God has put in there for living, the wisdom of the Holy Spirit as He lives in our lives. So many times through His Word God talks about our hearts, and what He has done in them, most importantly that He has made them His dwelling place. It’s easy to live out of what we (think we) know, in our minds, the education and knowledge we’ve gathered, and although some of that is good, some of it isn’t and can actually keep us from enjoying ‘knowing what is right’ when we draw from God’s wisdom.
 
   When we serve in God’s house, when we’re ministering to His people by leading them in worship and creating for them an atmosphere that allows them to engage with God, we have to be careful not to rely on the shallow knowledge we’ve gained so far, but be always drawing from the godly wisdom that the Holy Spirit is continually speaking to our hearts – and often that wisdom is contrary to what our ‘learned experience’ would be telling us! Character is developed when we respond to God’s wisdom rather than our own or someone else’s.
 
   Let’s stir ourselves up to always make the extra effort it takes to not stop at our own wisdom but delve deeper into the wisdom of God that He has put in our hearts through His Spirit in us.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Wholeheartedness
 
   Take a look at the story of Cain and Abel, in Genesis 4:3 (and onwards). Both of them are farmers, both of them bring a portion of their harvest as an offering of worship to God, but there’s something about Cain’s that causes God to ‘disregard’ it. In verse 4 it says that Abel brought the firstborn of his ‘harvest’, whereas in verse 3 it says that Cain just brought some of his harvest. It wasn’t so much WHAT they brought, but WHY. Abel brought the very first, before he’d even given thought to his own needs – he put God first, he put significance and value on his offering because in his heart he honoured God before anything else. Whereas it seems that Cain just brought some of his harvest, and that it didn’t have the same value or significance to him, it didn’t really mean anything to him. Abel was whole-hearted toward God, whereas Cain made a half-hearted effort in his worship.
 
   I’m sure the grain Cain offered was good grain, but God saw what was in His heart, and that was what counted, not the actual thing he gave. Interestingly enough, when he was challenged about it, Cain kicked off, and lashed out at his brother, killing him in the process. Half-heartedness will always try to shut down wholeheartedness, rather than change and become wholehearted.
 
   Wholeheartedness demonstrates a complete faith and trust in God. Let’s continue to pursue wholeheartedness in our whole lives, and not be intimidated when half-heartedness rears its ugly head and tries to shout us down. Our God is greater and we stand on His truth alone.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Not your own
 
   I don’t know how many of you have come across Oswald Chambers, but if not Oswald Chambers was a preacher at the turn of the 20th century, and many of his quotes have been collected together and published as a devotional called My Utmost for His Highest. He has some great thoughts (and it’s well worth getting the book); one of them is this:
 
   “Never consider whether you are of use, but ever consider that you are not your own but His”. Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest, Oswald Chambers Publications Association Ltd, 1927
 
   That’s a great attitude to have, and a reminder to us that all that we do is not because of our talent or ability, but simply because we belong to Jesus. Yes, we can (and should) improve our skill, but we serve Him because we are His not because of what we can do. Take away all our ability and we are still His, and not even slightly less valuable to Him or slightly less loved by Him because of it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Sacrifice!
 
   Sacrifice can be a bit of a scary, intense word! Sacrifice is all-inclusive, and pretty final. Samuel says in 1 Samuel 15:22 (NKJV) that “to obey is better than sacrifice”, and I used to think that this was a way out of sacrifice, but what Samuel, on behalf of God, is meaning is that the sacrifices were just to sort out the mess afterwards, whereas what God desires is our heart’s devotion to him that keeps us away from messing up in the first place. When the Old Testament talks about sacrifice it is referring to ritual, dealing with past committed sins.
 
   In the New Testament sacrifice means something different. Well-known verse Romans 12:1 talks about us being a living sacrifice – but not continually to deal with past committed sin but as a ready and available vessel that is not directed or motivated any more by self. That is something that comes from our heart, not through keeping certain practices or following duty. For us a people who serve God’s House week in, week out, sacrifice is us daily laying down our lives so that God’s purposes comes first.
 
   We may have great need, we may feel overlooked, we may feel worthy of more praise for what we can do, we may aspire to greater things – but all of that has to be laid on the altar, daily, so that we take part in building continues to be built with God’s core values of faith, love and hope – so that Jesus can become greater (in and through us and our church), we must become less.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Leaders at heart
 
   It is a trap to think “I’m not a leader, I’m just a humble servant in God’s House” – a servant is a leader. But we are neither a servant or a leader unless it comes from our heart – otherwise it is just religious or spiritual duty, ticking off some boxes. What God did in our hearts when He made them new is beyond what we realise, but think about it – He gave us a faith that we didn’t have before, faith that can move mountains; He gave us a love that is entirely selfless, causing us to become compassionate, forgiving, and willing to give our lives for a purpose that we didn’t come up with. And there’s so much more.
 
   As servants who lead and leaders who serve, it is from the rich overflow of what God has done in our heart that we need to keep drawing from and living out of, and not from past experience or what we consider we’re capable of or understand. We have excellence because we have an excellent God who has made us excellently and excellence is what is natural to Him and to us. Let that excellence be the benchmark for what we do, because it’ll cause to flow out of us a creativity we hadn’t imagined before, or was possible.
 
   That is worship.
 
   


 
   
  
 

This is who we are
 
   This is a busy weekend, what with United, a wedding and four services on Sunday morning.
 
   It’s so easy, when it feels like there’s lots to do, to allow weariness to guide our thinking and dampen our passion, but it’s in those times that we as worship leaders in God’s House have the opportunity to take another step up into walking in God’s strength and life, and take on the tasks given to us with God-renewed passion and vigour.
 
   Isaiah talks about those who, after waiting on God – not sitting idly around for something to happen, but in a place of readiness and openness to serve – find themselves rising up with God-given strength and power, that causes them to soar above the situations that previously wore them down, and see things from God’s perspective.
 
   Paul and Silas found this same strength in the Philippian jail, through praise and uninhibited worship. This is a truth and promise for everyone, but we as worship leaders in God’s House need to be doing it now so that we can lead the whole church in it.
 
   This is who we are.
 
   


 
   
  
 

God’s House
 
   Let’s never forget why we do all this – Psalm 69:9 (CEV) sums it all up: “My love for Your house burns in me like a fire”.
 
   We are God’s house, and it is our love for all that God is, and all the represents Him on the earth – the church – that motivates us and inspires us. More than the joy of singing, more than the pleasure of playing, it’s love for God and His people that is the purpose and drive for all we do.
 
   Let’s work hard to keep that as our focus, because it is easy to get distracted and make unimportant things become our focus – that is how religion works.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Kingdom leaders
 
   Our pastors have been speaking lately about God’s kingdom – that we are now citizens of His kingdom, more so than we are of our natural homes of birth. One of the verses that Pastor Andy has spoken from is Matthew 11:12, that describes the attitude of anyone who wants to see the rule, power and flavour of God’s kingdom be an influence through their lives – we need to be forceful, to maintain the push, because it is so easy to step back, let things just ‘go with the flow’, keep it easy. But that leaves us with such a vague, flavourless, wishy-washy expression of all that God is.
 
   There is huge natural and spiritual opposition to God’s kingdom, that isn’t going to just ‘go away’ the first time we decide to make a bold expression of our faith. We need to continually stir ourselves up, like Paul encouraged Timothy, to make God’s kingdom life our life, and to not accept anything less. When we lead the church, we need to keep that determination in all we do, even in the moments of quiet and intimacy, to keep pursuing Jesus; keeping Him the prize keeps our focus strong and our motivation pure.
 
   A kingdom life is a passionate and determined life, full of righteousness, peace and joy – let’s not settle for anything less.
 
   


 
   
  
 

God’s delight
 
   Psalm 18:19 (NKJV) says this: “He also brought me out into a broad place; He delivered me because He delighted in me”. God is for us so much, more than we really understand or even believe. It is very easy for us, standing in front of the church each week, to slip into taking pleasure and strength from people delighting in what we do – getting those reassuring smiles, handshakes, and compliments can be nice, but we cannot draw our security and assurance from them. I’m not suggesting that the people who give these compliments are being fake, but that we need to draw our reassurance and strength solely from God and what He thinks of us. His opinion is eternal and unchanging, and He has been very clear on the subject – HE LOVES US. He delights in us, and because of that delight He moves on our behalf to bring us into freedom, peace and abundance.
 
   We want to see growth in our team, we want to see new songs, we want to see more influence and opportunity – that’s a real “broad place” we see God bringing us into, and all because God delights in us. Let’s draw our strength and security from Him, and avoid the trap of pride and self-importance that comes from desiring the delight of people.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Barefoot before God
 
   When both Joshua and Moses experienced one-off powerful meetings with the presence of God – Joshua with the Commander of God’s army, and Moses with a bush that looked like it was burning – God told them to take off their shoes as they were standing on holy ground. In many cultures the removing of one’s shoes is a sign of respect, and in others it’s a sign of submission, whilst in others it a sign of new carpets. When Moses and Joshua took off their shoes, they should submission and reverence to God, to His presence and His instruction. They showed humility, putting aside all pride and their sense of importance (Joshua was the leader of Israel). They showed trust – you can run quicker and are more stable with your shoes on.
 
   Our vision is to carry God’s presence to His people, and because of the cross and the resurrection, we no longer experience God’s presence as a one-off moment, we walk in His presence daily. We should daily be like Joshua and Moses, submitted to God, honouring His presence and His word, trusting Him. And we should especially have that heart attitude when we stand on stage before God’s people, because to lead from any other place is to lead from our own strength, and our own purpose and our own sense of self-importance.
 
   Let’s walk barefoot before God every day. Let’s check our heart attitude and walk in humility, trust, and confidence in God’s grace, life and power working through us.
 
   


 
   
  
 

The way God sees it
 
   Our vision is to carry God’s people into His presence, and carry God’s presence to His people, through character and creativity. I’ve wondered if I should ever try and work out which is more important – character or creativity – but I realised that God doesn’t think about the value of things in the same way as we do. We tend to think accordingly: if we only got so much, then which should we focus on getting more of, to be right with God – how should we balance the little we have. But God says, quite often in fact, that He wants us to have more than enough, to be poured over and flooded with His life, so to God I think it’s more of a case of ‘how much have we got the faith to handle, because there’s always more waiting’. Though our character seems under-developed and our creativity pretty minimal, in God’s hands it can do more than enough and leave plenty left over – just like the feeding of the five thousand.
 
   Let’s keep reminding ourselves to see how God sees, through His word that gives life and turns our value system upside-down.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Confidence
 
   Our confidence is not rooted in what we can do, or what we have done before, but completely in who we are in Christ – we are God’s children, we have been completely redeemed, purchased through Jesus’ blood only and NOT by any of our attempts at living right. That confidence comes from making good choices, not excuses. I can think back to opportunities I missed out on simply because I made an excuse and pulled out, and I know that I’m where I am now because of good choices I made to just trust God and go with what He’d put on my heart. Leading worship is so much about giving the congregation the confidence to worship.
 
   The most encouraging thing anyone has ever said to me about when I led worship was that I gave him the confidence to worship freely. We do that not just through good preparation, but through being confident ourselves, by always holding to the truth that we ARE loved by God, that we HAVE His grace and empowering to do what we’re doing, and that no matter what happens, Jesus is exalted.
 
   We should never be making excuses, just great choices. Those choices lead us into God’s blessing and provision – the excuses just keep us looking on at everyone else getting blessed while we miss out. Choose to live confidently, and embrace wholeheartedly the call to serve and build God’s house, and make God’s name famous.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Consider the cost
 
   In Luke 14:28, Jesus speaks about the wisdom of not just having a plan, but making sure you can pay the cost required to bring that plan to fruition. There is a cost involved, for each of us, to walk in what God has called us to – and it’s a different cost for each of us. For us to move forward as a team, we each have to be willing to pay the price that this new season is asking of us. If we see this cost as a penalty, something that infringes on our convenience, then we need to take another look at our vision and get it deeper into our heart and thinking, because when vision has captured your heart you don’t mind what the cost is. David had a huge vision to build a temple for God in Jerusalem – his words were “the house to be built for the Lord must be exceedingly magnificent, famous and glorious throughout all countries” (1 Chronicles 22:5, NKJV). That is a big vision – imagine building a complex now that had that statement as its design brief! But that is what we’re building now, with people and changed lives. If we can see what it is God wants to do through us, then the cost becomes inconsequential – who wouldn’t give their lives for something that burnt so strongly in their hearts.
 
   Vision comes with a cost, but if that cost seems too much then we must get back to vision and ask God to burn it deeper in our hearts. Let everything we do flow out of vision.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Zeal
 
   Psalm 69:9 (NIV) says this: “Zeal for your house consumes me”. In the New Century Version, that verse reads, “My strong love for your temple completely controls me”, and the New King James translates that last part as “has eaten me up”. David describes his passion for God and God’s House VERY clearly in this verse, and the second half of that verse goes on to describe how he takes insults against God’s House personally. David’s love for God’s House was an extension and an expression of His love for God, that wasn’t based on the position to which God has brought him in life (richest in the land, king of all he saw, victorious in every battle) but on his relationship with God, knowing that God always had been, and would always continue to be, for him, even when he made terrible, selfish mistakes or had great successes. That’s something that happens at heart level, not emotion/understanding level; and when it does, it consumes us completely and causes us to honour and desire the best for everything that God is and does, which right now is through His people, us, the church: His house.
 
   Just like David, let our deepening relationship with God be expressed through love for His house – His people, and the expression of church to this community and this nation.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Keep dwelling
 
   Keep dwelling on our vision, keep the words turning over in your mind and heart, and let the Holy Spirit speak His purposes for you into your spirit for your life and for your part in this team. These things take time – fruit always takes time to bear – but it is essential we know what God has called us to, and that we devote ourselves to Him, and what He has called us to. God is bringing great influence and opportunity to Family Church, to every part of it, but it takes character, not talent, to walk in it, and creativity to make the most of it.
 
   Character is a deep-rooted heart thing, and brings an authenticity to what we do. Creativity demonstrates the majesty, vibrancy, diversity and love that God has for His whole creation – why make one butterfly when you can have thousands of varieties (bad clichéd example, I know, but you get my point!). When people come to church for the first time, they need to see both – authenticity in what we do, and a love for unlimited ways in which God can be honoured through our gifts and talents. Let’s leave shallow, knowing-the-right-moves living behind for good, and live devoted and passionate about our relationship with God.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Get the vision
 
   Vision is vital for the health and growth of a team. It’s never enough to just turn up and do the job, we must know and see why we do it for what we do to be more effective, for it to be more than entertainment, for it to have spiritual impact on the lives of everyone that comes to Family Church (and beyond).
 
   The vision of our team is to carry God’s presence to His people, and to carry God’s people into His presence, through our character and our creativity. I want to encourage all of you to not just read the words and gloss over them, but to take some time to mull them over, and to ask God what they mean to you, and how you can walk them out.
 
   I’ve never wanted to build a team where I make certain rules that we all adhere to because there’s no passion or love in following rules. But when we each grab hold of the vision and see how God wants each of us to live it out, then the little things fall into place, the reason behind our style and way of doing things make sense, the things you’re asked to do stop being chores and become a delight.
 
   But more than that, you understand God’s purpose for your life, and your relationship with Him grows stronger, and that’s what’s most important – because at the end of the day God isn’t after our talents or the things we do, or the time we give; He’s after us, just us.
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