Recalling the Hope of Glory deals expertly and thoroughly with worship in the Bible. What is most refreshing: it is not at all ideological. It contains no worshipwar polemics, but just sets forth straightforwardly what the Bible says. People of all persuasions will find it valuable as a reference work. It also gives us a large perspective on worship that is likely to moderate the current discussion.
-JOHN M. FRAME Professor of Systematic Theology and Philosophy, Reformed Theological Seminary
Ross presents an in-depth analysis of biblical wisdom about worship from the book of origins to the anthem of the redeemed around the throne of the Lamb in glory. Along the way stereotypes are exploded, assumptions challenged, as the awesome, tri-personal God-Father, Son, and Holy Spirit-is shown to be the true object of all creaturely confession, adoration, and praise. This is not only a study of worship; it is a book designed to lead Christian believers into worship. I commend it heartily to God's people everywhere.
-TIMOTHY GEORGE Dean and Professor of Divinity, Beeson Divinity School Executive Editor, Christianity Today
This is a book that needed to be written a long time ago. Recalling the Hope of Glory is instructive, setting forth the biblical teaching on worship; practical, challenging the church to properly integrate biblical teaching into contemporary worship issues; and inspirational, bringing the reader to a posture and place of worship. This book should become foundational for the church.
-DAVID TALLEY Associate Professor of Biblical Studies and Theology, Talbot School of Theology
Allen Ross takes his readers back to the Bible itself to paint a colorful picture of worship that is spiritually vibrant, theologically sound, and focused on Christ. His passion for worship that glorifies God and his thorough knowledge of Scripture are obvious throughout. For the western church, which needs desperately to recover its biblical and theological roots, this book will be an extremely helpful resource.
-DANIEL I. BLOCK Professor of Old Testament, Wheaton College
It is remarkable that so many books about worship have so little to say about God. This book is a welcome exception. Through its patient reflection on specific biblical texts and themes, the book evokes a vivid awareness of the God of glory. By developing the theme of glory, the book hones a vision of worship that is at once luminous, transcendent, and inexhaustible.
-JOHN D. WITVLIET Director, Calvin Institute of Christian Worship Professor of Worship, Theology, and Music, Calvin College
Stunning in scope, Recalling the Hope of Glory provides a historical-theological study of worship from creation to the new creation. The logic of Allen Ross's ranging exposition across the flow of biblical history will challenge every reader and grace every church, regardless of tradition. Here is dazzling substance for recovery of robust worship of our sovereign and holy triune God. Sure to be a standard work.
-R. KENT HUGHES Pastor, College Church in Wheaton Series Editor, Preaching the Word commentary series
The publication of Recalling the Hope of Gloryis a splendid addition to the growing number of works on biblical worship. Not only is this work a comprehensive theological vision of creation, incarnation, and re-creation, it is also a genuine work of praise.
-ROBERT E. WEBBER William R. and Geraldyne B. Myers Chair of Ministry, Northern Seminary
Recalling the
Hope of Glory
BIBLICAL WORSHIP FROM
THE GARDEN TO THE NEW CREATION
ALLEN P. ROSS
For Jan,
whose insight and inspiration
made an immense contribution to
this book.
Contents in Brief
Part 1: Worshipping the God of Glory
1. The Revelation of the Holy LORD God of Glory
Part 2: The Memory of Paradise
4. The Memory of the Center of Creation
Part 3: Worship with Proclamation: The Development of True Worship in a Religious World
6. The Religious World in Antiquity
7. The Worship of the LORD in the Life of Abraham
8. The Worship of the LORD in Abraham's
Part 4: Worship with Sacrifice: The Establishment of Sanctity in Worship
9. The Patterns of Worship at Sinai
Part 5: Worship as Praise: The Provision for Celebration in Worship
15. Musical Guilds, Sanctuary Choirs, and Congregational Singing
17. Offering the Sacrifice of Praise
Part 6: Worship Reformed: Prophetic Rebukes and Reforms
18. Qualifications for Worshippers
19. The Prophetic Denunciation of Corrupt Worship
20. The Prophetic Rebuke of Hypocritical Worship
Conclusion for Part 6
Part 7: Worship Transformed: The New Setting of Worship and the New Covenant
21. The Need for Transformation
22. The Change in Worship: The Focus on the Word of God
23. The New Center of Worship: The Incarnate Word
24. The Turning Point of Worship: The Last Supper
Part 8: Worship in Christ: Patterns of Worship in the Early Church
25. The Circumstances of Early Christian Worship
26. The Essentials of Worship in the Early Church
Part 9: The Perfection of Worship in Glory
27. Christ in Glory with Choirs of Angels
28. The Glorious Celebration of the Fulfillment of the Promises
Part 10: Basic Principles for More Glorious Worship
Contents
Part 1: Worshipping the God of Glory
1. The Revelation of the Holy LORD God of Glory
The Response to the Revelation
Ritual Acts and Religious Observance
The Need for a Working Definition of Worship
Diverse Definitions of Worship
Developing a Working Definition
Part 2: The Memory of Paradise
The Construction of the Sanctuary
The Arrangement of the Instructions
The Completion of the Construction
Symbolism in Solomon's Construction
4. The Memory of the Center of Creation
The Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil
Part 3: Worship with Proclamation: The Development of True Worship in a Religious World
6. The Religious World in Antiquity
A Survey of Worship in the World
In the Major Centers in the East
A Comparison with Israel's Worship
7. The Worship of the LORD in the Life of Abraham
Yahweh Was the Righteous Judge
The Offerings of Cain and Abel
Abraham's Proclamation at the Altar
Proclaiming the Name of "Yahweh"
Other Worshipful Acts That Proclaim the Faith
8. The Worship of the LORD in Abraham's
Worshipful Responses to Revelation
Part 4: Worship with Sacrifice: The Establishment of Sanctity in Worship
9. The Patterns of Worship at Sinai
Meeting with God at the Holy Mountain
The Indisputable Word from God
Celebrating Covenant Peace with God
The Consecration of the People
Proclamation of God's Words (Exod. 24:3a)
Response by the People (Exod. 24:3b)
Recording the Law (Exod. 24:4a)
Sacrifices by the People (Exod. 24:4b-6)
Reading the Covenant (Exod. 24:7a)
Response by the People (Exod. 24:7b)
The Consecration by Blood (Exod. 24:8)
The Communication of God's Approval
Communion with God (Exod. 24:11b)
Restoring the Ruined Relationship with God
Restoration Through Intercession
Tithing and Sacrificial Giving
Part 5: Worship as Praise: The Provision for Celebration in Worship
Festival Worship in the Spring
The Impression of God's Dwelling Place
15. Musical Guilds, Sanctuary Choirs, and Congregational Singing
Musicians and Music in Israel's Worship
The Development of the Temple Hymnbook
The Use of the Psalter in Worship
17. Offering the Sacrifice of Praise
Anticipation of and Preparation for the Worship of
Celebration and Communion in the Presence of the Living God
To Behold God's Power and Glory
To Receive the LORD's Blessing
Part 6: Worship Reformed: Prophetic Rebukes and Reforms
18. Qualifications for Worshippers
True Worshippers Are Faithful Believers
They Are to Profess Their Faith
They Are to Proclaim Their Faith
They Are to Demonstrate Their Faith by Their Works
True Worshippers Are Confessing Believers
True Worshippers Follow After Holiness
True Worshippers Are Spiritually Motivated
19. The Prophetic Denunciation of Corrupt Worship
Israel's Refusal to Heed the Warnings
The LORD Judged Solomon's Disobedience
The Man of God Denounced Jeroboam's
Rehoboam Defied the Word of the LORD
Elijah Challenged the Worship of Baal
Elijah Condemned Inquiring of Baalzebub
Isaiah Exposed the Unbelief of Ahaz
The Prophets Announced the Doom of
The Beginning of the Samaritans
20. The Prophetic Rebuke of Hypocritical Worship
Prophetic Denunciations of Sins
The Rebuke of Amos: Injustice and Immorality
The Exhortation of Isaiah: Care for the Needy and Oppressed
The Charge of Hosea: Unfaithfulness
The Condemnation of Ezekiel: Self-Indulgence and Perversion
Rejection of Hypocritical Worship
Part 7: Worship Transformed: The New Setting of Worship and the New Covenant
21. The Need for Transformation
Worship After the Destruction of the Temple
Spiritual Direction for a New Beginning
Ezra and the Exposition of Scripture
Nehemiah's Glorious Celebration
Malachi's Rejection of Worthless Worship
22. The Change in Worship: The Focus on the Word of God
23. The New Center of Worship: The Incarnate Word
Jesus' Ministry in Worship Settings
Jesus' Rebuke of Worthless Worship
Jesus' Instruction on True Worship
True Worship Is Worship of Christ
24. The Turning Point of Worship: The Last Supper
The Interpretation of the Bread
The Interpretation of the Wine
The Memorial of the Lord's Supper
Part 8: Worship in Christ: Patterns of Worship in the Early Church
25. The Circumstances of Early Christian Worship
The Times for Christian Worship
26. The Essentials of Worship in the Early Church
The Beginning of Participation in Worship
Faith in Christ as the Basis of Worship
Identification with Christ in Baptism
Empowered by Christ for Worship
The Public Reading of Scripture
Teaching and Exhortation from the Word
The Responses of the People in Worship
Creeds or Confessions of Faith
"Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ"
Individual and Congregational Praise
The Table of the Lord in the Worship of the Early Church
The Development of the Liturgy
Part 9: The Perfection of Worship in Glory
27. Christ in Glory with Choirs of Angels
The Vision of the Heavenly Choirs
The Praise of the Four Creatures
The Acclamation of the Twenty-Four Elders
The Praise of Saints and Angels
The Creatures and Elders Sing a New Song
Myriads of Angels Sing in a Loud Voice
All Creation Worships God and the Lamb
28. The Glorious Celebration of the Fulfillment of the Promises
The Celebration of the Redeemed in Glory
Part 10: Basic Principles for More Glorious Worship
3. Sacrifice is at the center of worship as the basis and expression of it
4. Sound biblical proclamation informs all worshipful
5. The ministry of the Word, an act of worship itself, is the key to coherent, corporate worship
8. Worship is the response of people to the divine
9. Worship prompts moral and ethical acts
11. The household of faith preserves the purity and integrity of worship
12. Worship possesses a balance of form and spirit
14. Prayer enables all the acts of worship to achieve what God intended
15. Worship transcends time and space
General Theological Background
Reading and Preaching the Word
Supplementary Subjects on Worship
Preface
THIS BOOK IS AS MUCH THE product of my personal pilgrimage as it is years of study. I suppose growing up in a pastor's home had me thinking at an early age about what went on in public and private worship. But my experiences in that church, a German Baptist Church, were only the beginnings of a pilgrimage that has taken me through many denominations and many different churches within the major denominations. And in the process I have been exposed to the major forms of worship. Then, when I began to speak in different churches, I was able to see firsthand the great variety of activities that go under the heading of worship. My experiences with churches and my teaching in the areas of the Psalms, Leviticus, Jewish backgrounds to the New Testament, and studies in worship itself, inspired even greater research into the subject. This book has emerged from this lengthy process.
I have written this book to inspire and encourage Christians, and therefore congregations, to study Scripture more closely on this subject in order to discover all that worship can and should be. There are many good works on the various aspects of worship, but none that focus almost entirely on the biblical passages that are concerned with the subject. To study Scripture with such a designated purpose enables Christians to see how much the Bible has to say on the subject, and how far we are from exhausting all the revelation of God on it. I am not trying to get people to change their denominational affiliation, although that might happen; but I am trying to change their thinking on the subject of worship so that they might begin to follow more of the principles and patterns of worship that are found in the Bible, which various groups have implemented effectively. If people will study the Bible with this in mind, it will be a lifelong study, but it will be rich and fruitful-their worship activities will flourish in accordance with their discovery of what has happened in the history of the faith. Their worship will become much more glorious, and their spiritual service will be raised to a much higher level.
The focus of the book is primarily on communal worship, though most of the principles can be easily used in private worship as well. But since worship is a communal activity, all the private acts of devotion will find their greatest expression and their divinely intended purpose in the assembly of believers. And when communal worship is glorious, it will in turn inspire greater private worship.
There have been far too many people to enumerate who have inspired or helped in significant ways in the writing of this book-pastors, teachers, students, and congregations. But I would like to mention my students especially, for in taking the courses and interacting with the material as it was being developed, they proved to be a valuable testing ground. Especially, I would mention Ross and Lauren Blackburn, who have been such an encouragement to me for even getting started. I am grateful also to Beeson Divinity School, Samford University, Birmingham, Alabama, for its generous provision to enable me to finish the work. But most of all I thank my wife, Jan, who has been enthusiastic and encouraging about this project from its beginning and has contributed a good deal to the development of the ideas and the way they have been presented.
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P A R T 1
WORSHIPPING
the
GOD
of
GLORY
Introduction
THE WORDS OF WORSHIP FLOW so easily from our lips that we seldom stop to think about them: we casually talk about knowing the Lord; we say we talk to God and in one way or another hear from God. We attend churches on Sundays to have, as we say, fellowship with God and each other. There we celebrate the belief that he is our God with songs and hymns, but even these have become so familiar to us that our minds drift to other, more immediate concerns. And when we approach the Lord's Table, to eat with God as it were, we often do not have enough time to appreciate what it means. In short, our worship services have become time-bound and routine. We have been so successful in fitting God into our important schedules that worship is often just another activity. But it should be anything but routine and ordinary.
After all, this God we say we know is the sovereign Creator and Lord of the whole universe, the eternal and ever-living God, all wise, all powerful, and ever present. Our attention to the Lord must not be an ordinary part of life; our worship of him should be the most momentous, urgent, and glorious activity in our lives. But we rarely see the splendor, the beauty, and the glory of worship because we are not drawn out of our world enough to comprehend this God of glory; consequently, our worship is all too frequently unexceptional and at times irrelevant.
If we could grasp the incongruity of speaking so casually about God, we would be overwhelmed and could never again worship comfortably in the same ways. We would think it too demeaning for God and too flattering for us. On the one hand, here we are, finite human beings, concerned chiefly with staying healthy and making a comfortable living. We spend our days in familiar routines with an array of anxieties and uncertainties threatening our sense of security. We genuinely would like to focus on worship and service, but more immediate concerns occupy our time. And on the other hand, there is God, the sovereign and ever-living Lord. He is the inconceivable and incomprehensible source of all existence; he is the invisible majesty who reigns on high. This God we claim to know is the one before whom thousands upon thousands of angels and archangels stand, never ceasing to laud and praise him as the holy and glorious majesty. This Lord merely speaks, as he did at creation, and myriads of angels wait to carry out his will. He is completely unique, truly glorious and incomparably holy-there is no one like him, anywhere, at any time. And there is no measure of the magnificence and beauty of his holiness, for all his works are amazing, good, and glorious. And we say we know him!
Moreover, by his greatness and because of his grace, this God created us humans out of the dust of the ground and made us as his image; he made a Paradise for us and promised us immortality and everlasting joy in his presence. And even though we, his creation, treated him as worthless and relegated him to an insignificant place in our all-important lives, he still desired that we be with him and he with us. Therefore, he set about with his plan to bring us to glory. Such was his preoccupation with us, such was his love for us-who are but dust and ashes-that he prepared this plan in ages past, revealed it century by century, and then at just the right time in human history came into this little world in human form to die a humiliating death in our place so that our indifference to and rebellion against him could be forgiven and that we might still live with him forever. This incarnate Lord, the Jesus we talk about as if he were just another man, albeit extraordinary and exemplary, is the one who made all things. And he is the one who is the radiance of the glory of the Godhead, and the exact representation of the divine essence. It is he who bears the world along on its course by his powerful command. It is he who someday will come in great glory and power to judge the living and the dead. And it is he who will make all things new, a new heaven and a new earth, in which righteousness and peace will reign undisturbed. There is no power in heaven, on earth, or under the earth that can change his plan, for all wisdom, knowledge, power, and dominion belong to him. Nothing occurs, or has occurred, or will occur, that he does not know perfectly well. And because of who he is and what he has done, there is nothing in all this universe that can compare with his unimaginable perfection, illimitable majesty, and incomprehensible glory. Our minds can scarcely begin to take it in.
And we say we know him! How can we claim to know him, whose ways have been from everlasting past finding out, whose essence is beyond anything mankind could construct, the one who is infinite?
Well, we do know him, in part. We know him because he chooses that we should know him and reveals himself to us. We know him if we are willing to receive his revelation. And as we come to know him more and more we discover how well he knows us. He knows us, little us; he knows all about us, our trivial activities, our chief concerns, everything we think or say or do, even every hair on our heads. He knows us personally, individually by name. He knows us because he wants to know us, and that is the wonder of it all. He knows us because he wants us to be with him throughout eternity, to have immediate access to him as in the beginning, to sing with angelic choirs in glory, and to reign with him forever. He knows us because he is our God.
How then can we talk casually of this Lord? How can we merely slot him into our fully scheduled lives? How can we think there might be more important things for us to do in life than to worship him? If we even begin to comprehend his glorious nature, we cannot. We will be caught away from our worldly experience and transported in our spirits to realms of glory. We will be overwhelmed by the thought of being in his presence, tremble at the thought of hearing what he has to say to us, and be amazed at the thought that we can speak to him and he will listen! How can we not desire to transcend the ordinary routine by entering his courts to praise and glorify him above the profane things we so eagerly value? Truly, if our worship, if our spiritual life, is going to rise above this earthly existence where our minds are fixed on mundane thoughts and our attention is given to mundane concerns, then we are going to have to begin to focus our hearts and our minds on the holiness and the glory and the beauty of the one we say we know and love.
Our churches do not always make this easy. All too often the heartfelt desires of the worshippers to see God in his glory are frustrated by meetings and programs that often get in the way and jar our spiritual sensitivities. This, in spite of the fact that churches are always trying to make worship more meaningful. But usually these efforts focus on new methods and different styles designed to make worship more lively and more relevant rather than on how to inspire worshippers to see the true and holy God of glory. In an effort to simplify things and make them relevant, the meaning and the mystery has been lost. As a result, in many services there may be almost nothing that is truly uplifting, moving, or even interesting. Efforts to improve worship often start with outbursts of energy and enthusiasm, but they have little lasting effect, and in time people are looking for other ways to do it, or for other churches that do it differently. This cycle indicates that worship needs constant attention-with a better focus. While many congregations are concerned enough to make the effort, there are too many that are satisfied that they have worship in good order and therefore think they need no reexamination. Sadly, some groups are not even touched by such concerns.
But there is evidence of an increasing interest in improving worship, judging from the amount of literature that has been written recently! Will churches succeed in transforming worship for greater involvement of the people? Will churches improve praise and music with more relevant and meaningful material? Will they develop greater variety and spontaneity in their set forms and order of worship? No doubt what has been written recently on these kinds of details of worship will help bring about change; the more general works that try to capture the essence of worship and show how it has been expressed from the early church to the present are also helpful. But whether they will be able to break down the centuries-old barriers to more glorious worship remains to be seen.
For any significant change to occur in our worship activities, we have to get behind forms and methods and changes in style and focus on the biblical theology that informs worship, because one of the reasons, if not the main reason, for the lack of proper attention given to worship is the lack of a biblical, theological understanding.' That understanding must begin with a thorough study of the biblical text from the beginning of creation to the end of the age that traces the unfolding revelation of God's design for communion with his people and the cumulative record of their appropriate responses to Him. Such a study will show how the patterns of worship have developed along with the outworking of God's plan of redemption, culminating with worship in glory in the presence of the glorified Christ.
Although the material for this study is vast and complex, the organization and presentation of it must be clear enough for churches to understand the abiding biblical patterns and principles of worship and to be able to examine what they are doing in the name of worship. When the matter is approached from the perspective of biblical revelation, the greatest changes in worship will take place in the hearts of the worshippers, which in turn will lead to the community's finding better ways of worshipping.
For worship to be as glorious as it should be, for it to lift people out of their mundane cares and fill them with adoration and praise, for it to be the life-changing and life-defining experience it was designed to be, it must be inspired by a vision so great and so glorious that what we call worship will be transformed from a routine gathering into a transcendent meeting with the living God. When that happens, then we will be caught up in our spirits to join the heavenly choirs of saints and angels who even now are gathered around the throne of God. Thereafter, our hearts and minds will be filled with the hope of glory so that we may truly love and serve the LORD in this life.
Without sustaining a vision of the holy Lord of glory, what some call the sublime "worship" very quickly digresses from the revealed design of worship that God desires and becomes routine, predictable, and even irrelevant. The starting point of any discussion of worship must be the object of worship, the Lord God himself, who is higher and more significant and far more glorious than life itself. This is the vision we need to inspire our worship; it is the vision that a world lost in sin needs in order to be reconciled to God.
In his discussion of this idea, John Stott writes that human beings are aware of a spiritual reality that is "awesomely vast" and transcendent but that they look for it in unlikely places:
They seek it everywhere, through yoga, Transcendental Meditation, and other forms of Eastern mysticism; through sex, which Malcolm Muggeridge calls the "mysticism of the materialist"; through music and the arts; through drug-taking and the "higher consciousness"; through modern religious cults and dangerous experiments with the occult; and through the fantasies of science fiction?
He draws this conclusion:
This quest for transcendence constitutes a challenge to the quality of Christian public worship. Does it offer what people are seeking-the element of mystery, the sense of the numinous, in biblical language the "fear of God," in modern language "transcendence," so that we "bow down before the Infinitely Great" in the mixture of awe, wonder, and joy called worship?4
The answer to this question is "not very often."
C H APT E R 1
The Revelation of the Holy LORD God of Glory
The Revelation
The greater our appreciation and apprehension of the majestic God whom we say we worship, the greater will be our reverence, adoration, and service. This is the effect that we find in the biblical records whenever people received fuller revelations of the God of glory. One primary example of this is in the account of the calling of Isaiah, which tells how the prophet saw a vision of the glorious, holy LORD that transformed him into a devout and dedicated servant. Isaiah saw the LORD
seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple. Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying. And they were calling to one another:
"Holy, holy, holy, is the LORD' Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory."
At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke. (Isa. 6:lb-4)
This overwhelming sight could not have been timelier. The beloved King Uzziah had died; but Isaiah now saw "the King" (v. 5). Earthly kings come and go, but the LORD sits enthroned forever. This heavenly king is not earthbound: he is not subject to the fears and failures of this life as are pagan gods and mortals; he is neither human nor the product of human invention. He is the Sovereign LORD God, the eternal King of Glory.
God's heavenly court was filled with angelic choirs that praise him endlessly for his holiness and his glory. Here Isaiah saw the seraphs, majestic angelic beings with wings and hands and voices, who are occupied with praising God.' These are either a form of cherubs or a separate order of angels; they have the appearance of fire and the function of praising God and supporting and guarding the heavenly throne.'
The glorious vision given to Isaiah enabled him to put into perspective the immediate troubles in his land and thus inspired the proper submission and adoration of worship. Consequently, this vision prepared him for the special task that God had in store for him. And likewise today, if people respond to the revelation of the Lord as did Isaiah ages ago, they too will be transformed into devout worshippers and dedicated servants. We may not see exactly what he saw; but we have far more revelation than he had. And the revelation that we have focuses on the same glorious LORD Isaiah saw.
The Holiness of the LORD
The angelic praise Isaiah heard has become a standard acclamation among the faithful: "Holy, holy, holy4 is the LORD of hosts."5 And it will be their song when they join the angelic choirs in glory (see Rev. 4:8). The brief acclamation expresses the essence of God, who is praised and adored forever-he is incomparably holy!
The word for "holy" has a wide array of uses in the Bible, but essentially it describes anything that might be set apart for a specific reason7 For example, a bowl set apart for use in temple ritual would be called "holy" and could not be used for ordinary or common meals (see Dan. 5:23). The understanding of the word is helped by a study of its antonym, "profane" (khol, from khalal), which refers to anything that is common, ordinary, or secular-not set apart.' What is common may be good and useful in various aspects of life-but it is not "holy," or set apart for God's use.
To say that God is holy is to ascribe a uniqueness to him that is almost incomprehensible. It indicates that he is set apart from all that is creaturely and corrupt, that he is distinct from this physical and fallen world.' It affirms that God is not like humans, angels, false gods, animals-or anything in existence. In short, we may say that there is no one like God, even though that statement has the obvious limitations of a negative sentence-it does not by itself say what he is. But when we describe the holiness of God, we must think of his uniqueness. Isaiah records God's own description of his holiness: "For this is what the high and lofty One says-he who lives forever [inhabits eternity], whose name is holy: `I live in a high and holy place, but also with him who is contrite and lowly in spirit"' (Isa. 57:15). This is what makes communion with God so marvelous-he is high and exalted, separate and unapproachable, but he delights to dwell with us. It is the greatness of God that makes his grace so amazing; or to express it in terms of his grace, the way to God in the highest heaven is through the lowest contrition, for those of a contrite heart may know that God dwells with them, and they will dwell with him some day in the highest holy place. In Isaiah's vision this God is called "holy," incomparably holy, as the threefold repetition stresses.10
In what ways is God distinct (i.e., holy)? To answer this we have to think of the numerous attributes of God revealed in the Bible, for they represent God's holiness, or uniqueness, in specific areas." For example, God is all-powerful (omnipotent; see, e.g., Gen. 18:14; Pss. 33:9; 115:3; Matt. 19:26). His power is revealed in his mighty acts, such as creation, salvation, and judgment. No one else has power like that, no one on earth or in heaven. Angels are created beings and not divine; humans are weak and frail; and the pagan gods, even with spirit forces behind them, are impotent and worthless. But God is different; he is not weak or dependent. So with respect to power, God is holy.
The Bible also reveals that God is all-knowing (omniscient; see Pss. 139:1-6; 147:4-5; Matt. 10:29-30; Rom. 11:33). He knows everythinghe knows all that has happened, all that will happen, and all that could happen. No one else has that kind of knowledge. So, with reference to knowledge, God is holy.
God is also everywhere at once (omnipresent; see 1 Kings 8:27-29; Ps. 139:7-12; Jer. 23:23-24; Acts 17:27-28). Who in heaven or on earth can do this? Who can even understand it? So with regard to space, God is holy.
He is also eternal; he is without beginning and without end (Ps. 90:1-2; Isa. 43:10-13; John 1:1-2; Rev. 1:8, 17-18). He alone lives forever-in fact, he is alive in a sense that we cannot begin to understand, for he is the giver of life, the sustainer of life, and the restorer of life-he is life! In the aspect of time and eternity, he is holy.
God is righteous (Gen. 18:25; Pss. 7:9-12; 145:17). All his acts are right and just. He commits no iniquity and will leave no iniquity unpunished or any good unrewarded. People may have the capacity to do righteous things but not continuously or characteristically. And because their righteousness does not measure up to God's standard, they must admit that they are unrighteous next to him. The pagan gods were certainly not righteous; they had all the vices and imperfections of the people who served them. But God is perfect and right in all his ways; in this too he is holy.
Even when we consider the attributes that God shared with humans at creation, we find that there is still a vast difference. For example, God, who is merciful and compassionate, gave people the capacity to show mercy and compassion. But our mercy and compassion is limited by our human nature, and consequently we can only reflect these divine attributes in an imperfect way. If we continued down the list of all the attributes-his faithful love, goodness, wisdom, and the like-we would find the same thing. There is no one like him-he is holy.
So while the word holy retains the basic idea of being set apart, it takes on a greater, more positive meaning when it is fully understood in reference to God. Holiness is not one of many descriptions of God; it is the summary designation of all that God is and is known to be in contrast to all of creation." Therefore, the Bible speaks of the holy LORD as the one, true and living God Almighty-not a god, not Israel's national god in competition with other national gods, and not one holy being among many, but the Holy LORD God, as we see in Isaiah 44:6-8:
The connotation of holy ultimately goes beyond negative descriptions to affirmations of positive power and perfection." Accordingly, when anyone or anything is set apart to God, that person or object comes under the dominion of a power that is life changing, dangerous (if violated) or beneficent (if received).14
The revelation of the exalted holy LORD was given to Isaiah to change the way people respond to God for all time. That is why the prophet recorded his vision of the sublimely and the words of the angels around the throne, crying "holy, holy, holy." The impact of such a revelation is overwhelming: it causes people to tremble and fall down before him. The prophet and countless others after him have been inspired to devout service by the revelation of the power and perfection of the LORD.
The Glory of God
In Isaiah's vision the angels also proclaimed, "The whole earth is full of his glory" (Isa. 6:3b). In the Scriptures the "glory of the LORD" is the most dramatic manifestation of the presence of the LORD. To talk about God's holiness is to speak of his essential nature; but to speak about God's glory is to declare his importance or the display of that importance in history and in creation.
The noun translated "glory" (kavod) is related to a verb "to be heavy" (kaved), which by extension means "important."16 It can be used for the human soul, that is, the real person, the essential life (Ps. 30:12).17 In this sense kavod is what gives a person "importance." Everyone has this kavod, this inner glory or importance, but the LORD has a quality of it superior to everyone else.18
The word glory came to refer to all the trappings that reflect the importance or greatness of someone. Joseph, for example, told his brothers to inform their father of his glory (kavod; NIV: honor) in Egypt (Gen. 45:13). When this meaning is applied to the LORD, as in "the glory of the LORD," it refers to all the manifestations of his powerful presence, such as the stars of the heavens (Ps. 19:1), or the brilliant, luminous cloud at the sea and in the wilderness (e.g., Exod. 14:19-20, 24). Moses saw that, but still wanted to see God's "glory" (Exod. 33:18). He wanted to see past the bright cloud and the fire to the real person: "Show me your glory." The Greek version chose to translate this verse using a pronoun rather than doxa, the Greek word for "glory"-"Now show me yourself" This translation captures the precise connotation of the word in Moses' request.
When the Bible uses the word "glory" or "glorious" with reference to the LORD, it is basically saying that he is the most important or preeminent person in this or any other universe. And when the Bible refers to the "glory of the LORD," it is usually referring to all the evidence of God's preeminence. It may speak of him as the Creator by focusing on the heavenly hosts of stars and galaxies as the glory of the LORD; or it may reflect his powerful presence by displaying the brilliant luminous manifestations usually accompanied by angels; or it may refer to his mighty saving works as evidence of his glory, his true nature. All such manifestations are properly called "the glory of the LORD."19
To speak of God's "holiness" is to say that there is no one like him, that he has absolute power and perfection; to speak of God's "glory" is to say that he is preeminent in existence and that the whole universe is filled with evidence of his importance and sublimity. And while it would take some time to draw from Scripture all the details that describe the nature of the LORD, these two expressions, holiness and glory, have come to be used by the worshipping communities down through the ages to describe God's nature as praiseworthy, inspirational, and authoritative.
The New Testament records the final revelation of the sublime in the person of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who, the writer to the Hebrews says, is "the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being" (1:3).20 John explains that although no one has ever seen God, the only begotten Son has revealed him (John 1:18). And John claimed that he and others were privileged to behold his glory (John 1:14). On the Isle of Patmos, John received the revelation of the risen Christ in glory, a vision that brought together the many revelations of the LORD given down through biblical history. In fact, when John reported how Jesus fulfilled the suffering servant prophecy recorded in Isaiah 53 as well as the ministry described in Isaiah 6, he explained that "Isaiah said this because he saw Jesus' glory and spoke about him" (John 12:41). It was the second person of the Trinity in glory, the preincarnate Christ, who was revealed to Isaiah as the holy LORD, high and lifted up.21 And now that the Son of God has taken on mortal flesh (John 1:14) and fully revealed the Father (Matt. 11:27; John 1:18; Heb. 1:1-4), all true and complete worship must focus on the full revelation of God in Christ.22
But to the degree that a vision of the sublime has faded from the consciousness of religious people, adoration and reverence as well as obedience and service have also been diminished. For worship to rise above the clutches of a materialistic and secular world, the church must once again focus on such revelations of the LORD of glory. The revelations of glory revealed in Scripture will inspire all we do in the name of worship. Without them we, and our worship, will wither and fade; but with them we will be able to keep our eyes fixed on what is eternal (2 Cor. 4:16-18). And as we do so, we shall be changed into that glory, and all our expressions of worship will be more glorious (2 Cor. 3:18). Thus, properly motivated worship will be transforming.
The Response to the Revelation
The Immediate Response
The apprehension23 of the revelation of the holy LORD God of glory will bring about an immediate response (Isa. 6:5), which, although varied from experience to experience in some of its outward expressions, is essentially one. Those who received such a glorious revelation were completely overwhelmed. After all, the visions were so glorious, so otherworldly, that mortals could hardly take them in. But what they had no trouble understanding in the light of those visions was their own frailty and sinfulness. When John on Patmos saw the vision of the risen Lord in glory, he fell to the ground as if he were dead (Rev. 1:17). Earlier revelations were not as complete as that which John saw, but they still were overwhelming. When Jacob awakened at Bethel from his vision of the LORD and the angels ascending and descending on the stairway, he was afraid. His immediate response was, "How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God; this is the gate of heaven" (Gen. 28:16-17). Then he responded with appropriate acts of worship. Job also was overwhelmed by a direct revelation from God and, although it was not a vision of the full heavenly court, he responded with reverential fear and self-disdain, or in the words of Isaiah, humility and contrition (Isa. 57:15). When God spoke out of the whirlwind, job could only say, "I am unworthy-how can I reply to you? I put my hand over my mouth. I spoke once, but I have no answer-twice, but I will say no more" (40:45). Then after additional revelation he declared, "My ears had heard of you but now my eyes have seen you. Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes" (42:5-6).
Not only is there an acknowledgment of who God is, but there is also a confession. The prophet Isaiah was gripped with fear because he now realized his sinful condition. "Woe to me!" he cried. "I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the LORD Almighty" (Isa. 6:5).
Such revelations were not made to terrify or destroy people but to inspire them to greater devotion and service. And as we shall see, throughout the history of the faith there have developed a great number of appropriate responses to divine revelation, whether that revelation was as exceptional as one of these visions or simply the clear revelation of the written Word of God. Thus, in general terms, "worship" refers to the appropriate response to the revelation of the holy God of glory. More specifically, Christian worship, whether individual or collective, is the structured and ordered expression of the proper response of the people of God to the revelation of God in Christ. And in relationship to the whole life of faith, worship is actually the point of concentration at which the whole of the Christian life comes to ritual focus, for what we do in worship has a bearing on everything else we do in the faith, and how we live out our faith will impact our worship.24 The Bible itself does not give a comprehensive definition of worship; it simply describes things that people have done or should do when they receive the revealing words and works of God.
In the Old Testament "worship" is the translation of a word that means "bow oneself down low to the ground" (hishtakhawdh).21 The word can be used in secular contexts, such as in the accounts of Joseph's brothers bowing down to him (Gen. 37:10; 43:28). But its meaning in contexts where people bow before the LORD often includes more than the mere act of bowing to the ground. For example, in Genesis 22:5 it includes Abraham's plans to sacrifice; Abraham told his men: "We will worship and then we will come back to you." Also, Job's troubles prompted him to worship: he tore his robe, shaved his head, and falling to the ground he worshipped God (Job 1:20). The word also seems to have a wider reference in Exodus 24:1, where the LORD summoned of Moses and the priests and the elders to ascend the mountain "and worship from afar"; they were to participate in a number of acts of worship on Mount Sinai when the covenant was inaugurated. It also has a more general meaning in Exodus 33:10, which says that the people "stood and worshiped" the LORD from the doors of their tents. At Solomon's dedication of the temple, all the people "saw the fire coming down to the altar and the glory of the LORD above the temple," and they knelt "with their faces to the ground and worshiped and gave thanks to the LORD" (2 Chron. 7:3). Psalm 66:4 parallels the verb "worship" with singing praises.26
The New Testament also uses sebomai for worship; it has the sense of giving reverential homage. The verb is used in Matthew 15:9 (and Mark 7:7), "They worship me in vain," indicating the honor the people gave with their lips (but not with their hearts).28 When it describes the God fearer or worshipper in the book of Acts, sebomenos refers to worship and not just reverence. That it has something to do with exaltation may be seen in the related noun sebastos, "reverend, august" (augustus in Latin), which indicates an exalted place, usually a sacred place.
Thus both Testaments use words for bowing down and giving homage to mean worship in general. To bow down before someone, a king or God, is to show adoration, devotion, submission, and service; and by the physical act of bowing the object of the veneration appears higher and so is exalted. And so when the Bible describes people bowing down before the LORD, it usually means more of what that particular posture represents. This was one posture that would be clearly understood.
The Essence of Worship
The worshipful response to the revelation of the holy LORD God of glory will have certain characteristics that may be exhibited in different ways and with different levels of intensity. But they form the essence of worship.
Fear and Adoration
People respond differently to the mystery and majesty of God. On the one hand when there is no appreciation of the mystery and majesty, people are indifferent, curious perhaps, and at times irritated.29 But the positive reaction of wonder and reverence, which is the response of faith, turns into acts of worship, for the revelation moves from evoking a sense of fear and astonishment to one of self-abasement and adoration. Isaiah's response was: "Woe to me! ... I am ruined."
It is not surprising, then, that the expression "the fear of the LORD" is used to describe the proper response of the worshipper. There are some who are uncomfortable with the use of "fear" for worship, or "God-fearer" for the devoted worshipper. But even the New Testament refers to the fear of God as an essential part of piety and service (Matt. 10:28; Eph. 5:21; Heb. 12:28; 1 Peter 2:17; Rev. 14:7). Whenever we come into the presence of God in worship and truly perceive who it is that we are worshipping, the natural response will be reverential fear. The absence of reverence in worship indicates that we do not think that God's presence is there in a special way.
The Old Testament word for fear (yare') can mean "be afraid, stand in awe, reverence." Accordingly, that which is feared is referred to with forms of this word that mean "awesome, dreadful, terrifying." There is no problem understanding this meaning of fear or dread;30 the difficulty is relating it to the positive meaning of "reverence." The English revere includes the ideas of regarding something as sacred or exalted, of holding something in deep and usually affectionate or religious respect, or ofven- erating. The religious sense does not eliminate the basic idea of fear but turns it into positive devotion. Like the Israelites at the base of the fiery mountain, we should shrink back from the Holy One because his power is terrifying-and yet we are drawn to him in adoration and wonder because his power is glorious. In worship we draw near to him because he has called us to draw near to him, and we want to be near him, but we do it with reservation and caution. On the human level the same tension between the two aspects of the word occurs, for people may be afraid of certain things and shrink back from them, but they are attracted to them as well-dangerous animals, tornadoes, or natural wonders. The presence of God is likewise both attracting and frightening.
For the sinful person who has every reason to fear God, the aspect of fear will be uppermost in the contemplation of God. But for the righteous person, who by God's invitation draws near to commune with God, the aspect of reverence will be uppermost, reverence tempered by the knowledge that he is the Sovereign Lord of all creation. When John saw Christ in glory, he fell at his feet as though dead; but then the Lord placed his right hand on him and comforted him in his presence (Rev. 1:17-18). The revelation of the nature of our Lord in glory ought to fill us with fear and wonder too, but that initial fear will turn to adoration and praise because he has made it possible for us to be with him.
Confession and Commitment
If the revelation of God inspires fear and adoration, it also leads to spiritual renewal in the worshipper. Here is where the purpose of the revelation of the glory of God is realized, for the worshipper begins to participate fully in that glory. Fear and adoration alone do not constitute worship. Before the infinite God we must lose ourselves, for we are finite; but in his presence we find ourselves as we are renewed in our spirits daily (2 Cor. 4:16). Because the Holy One has made himself known to us in order to redeem us, and redeemed us in order that we might worship and serve him, we first must be conformed to his glory. At the outset there must be a personal acknowledgment, verbal or mental, of who this God is and of who we, the worshippers, are. This acknowledgment we call confession: we confess our faith in the Lord, and we confess our need of the Lord.
Isaiah's confession of his unclean condition led to the removal of his impurity and his commission to service. Here, then, we see the spiritual progression that is to be reflected in true worship: revelation: the vision of the holy LORD of glory overwhelmed the prophet and uncovered his sinfulness; cleansing: his confession brought direct intervention from the LORD to remove the sin (6:7); and then commitment: once the prophet was cleansed from sin, he was able to hear32 the word from God calling him to greater service. Isaiah's commitment was the proper and necessary answer to the point of the revelation: The LORD asked, "Whom shall I send?" and the prophet responded, "Here am I. Send me." Revelation demands a response; and commitment demonstrates that the worshipper has properly understood the revelation and desires to participate in it.
Ritual Acts and Religious Observance
The worshipper is never to be a passive auditor of the words and the ritual of worship. Neither is worship to be a dry routine nor a formless ecstasy. It is designed for the consecration of all our faculties to God. Drawing near to God and receiving the revelation of God should inspire commitment to serve God.
Along with the word for "worship" ("to bow down"), we also find words for "serving," "keeping," and "ministering" used in contexts about worship. The verb meaning "to serve, do" (cavad) when used in religious settings, describes spiritual service in general but also specific duties in the sanctuary.33 The verb for "to keep, observe" (shamar), when used in religious settings, refers to the keeping of religious practices, occasions, and institutions." What these specific observations and duties are will be studied later. But the point to be stressed here is that genuine worship takes the form of spiritual service and religious practice. Accordingly, down through the centuries the faithful have used the word service to describe the order and intent of communal worship-the worship service-and the word observance to describe what practices are being followed. In the New Testament we shall encounter a word for the spiritual work or service of the people-liturgy.
A third word, meaning "to minister" or "to serve" (sharat), is used for the work of priests and laity who serve at the sanctuary with the ritual, the incense, the music, or other activities (1 Sam. 2:11; 1 Kings 8:11; 1 Chron. 15:2), although it can be used for secular service as well. In the spiritual sense, it parallels the above words with its focus on service that is the responsibility of the leaders of worship and caretakers of the sanctuary (see Num. 16:9; Dent. 10:8; 17:12).
From the outset the ritual observances of the people of God have included certain features. First, at the center of worship is sacrifice, including the ritual representing atonement, gifts and offerings to express thanks and devotion, vows and dedicatory acts made secure at the altar, and other rites to perform and words to say. The ritual of sacrifice by no means disappeared with the New Testament, but it was transformed by the fulfillment in Christ.
Second, connected to sacrifice is proclamation, for a ritual act without appropriate words is open to any interpretation. The proclamation could take the form of invocations that properly identify the one being worshipped, creedal statements that might develop into full liturgy, public reading and declaration of the word of the LORD, or prophetic preaching based on the ritual with the intent to preserve and promote the faith. But in any case there must be proper and powerful words if the ritual act is to be understood. With the new covenant the content of all proclamation is made complete, and so it is imperative that the full revelation be used in the proclamation of the worshipping community.
Third, with the proclamation of the faith there is also praise. Whether the sacrifice focuses on the atonement provided by the Lord or the gifts presented to him, the occasion is naturally accompanied by praise. With the new covenant all forms of praise should be much more glorious than ever before in view of the full revelation in Christ, and the worshippers should be much more eager to praise in view of the nature of their salvation in Christ.36
Fourth, praise assumes there has been prayer, because the whole spiritual cycle moves from prayer to praise. If prayer is nonexistent, praise will be lost or, if routinely performed, hollow. Israel's sanctuary was a house of prayer because as people came together to worship, they came as a needy people with their prayers; and as they came to pray, others were there to give praise for answers to their prayers and to encourage those who were still praying. Worship without prayer would be unthinkable.
And fifth, worship included covenant renewal-some act of renewed commitment or dedication by the worshippers. This will almost always be a response to the Word of God read or expounded, but it will be inspired most by the dramatic celebration of communion with God. All of worship must lead to the transformation of the worshipper, who will then go out to serve the Lord in the world. Worship without significant service in the spiritual and physical needs of the community has fallen short of the divine plan.
The specific ritual acts and religious observances are designed to satisfy four basic senses of the human spirit as it responds to God. If it fails to do this, then it will be imbalanced if not deformed.
The first is the intellectual sense.37 People must understand what the ritual acts mean. In Israel this understanding was to come from the messages of the prophets and the instruction of the priests; and in the church various leaders with appropriate spiritual gifts have been charged with the same tasks. Fulfilling this sense in worship demands the most preparation and the greatest clarity.
Understanding has two effects in worship: (1) it safeguards the expression of worship by ritual acts and religious observances from superstition and empty routine, and (2) it is the way by which worshippers learn how to relate the vision of glory to the reality of life. When they understand who the Lord God is, they realize that they live in a rationally ordered universe, that the events of life have a reason, that there is a plan with a goal, and that outside the faith things cannot be fully harmonized.
The second sense is the aesthetic sense.38 Ritual ceremony, symbolism, and the drama of reenactment in worship, have always been a part of religion." When dramatic worship is combined with the proper reading and exposition of the Word, the impact is powerful and lasting. In Israel the worshippers were drawn into the worship in times of sacrifice and festival. They lived in booths, ate communal offerings, put blood on their doorposts, followed ritual processions, and performed a host of other dramatic and symbolic acts. They were not there to be observers.
And so, too, in the church drama and reenactment in worship are most effective in drawing people into the service and the spiritual life. Every church uses symbolism and ritual acts to one degree or another, whether in an elaborate formal service or on special occasions such as baptisms, weddings, funerals, dedications, sunrise services, musicals, children's plays-or the Lord's Supper itself.40 The point is that people come out of themselves when they take part in some dramatic ritual. In those dramatic experiences they live out various aspects of their religious heritage again and again. And most of their actions are shared rather than individual acts, for they are a community.
This, then, leads to the third sense that worship should satisfy-the corporate sense. Worship was designed to be a communal activity, a time when the household of faith would assemble to praise God together, to pray for one another, to continue in the Word and encourage one another, and to commemorate together the sacrificial atonement that God provided to make them one. It is the participation in the ritual of the sacrifice that does the most for restoring the sense of community.
Under the influence of others, people act differently. If a group is evil, people can be easily influenced toward evil. But if the group is good, it can strengthen the goodness of the participants. This is why the psalmists desired to avoid the assembly of the wicked and to be with the congre gation of the righteous (e.g., Pss. 26; 42; 43). But communal worship also enables people to overcome their self-consciousness and their insecurity, for in the congregation their commitment to the faith is made courageous, as they become an important part of the visible corporate body. They realize how much they have to do with one another as the people of God as they gather together around the altar, become one in spirit as they pray for each other, encourage one another in praising and singing of their common faith, and are strengthened for their individual struggles in life as they hear testimonies and exhortations from others.
Accordingly, private worship or personal devotions, which are essential for the spiritual life, must lead into and find full expression in the assembly of the righteous, for private meditations must benefit others. This contribution to the spiritual life of others must not be lost in the emphasis on individual piety and personal responsibility; and it must not be excluded by the rigid uniformity of a service. Individuals have their unique roles in the work of the Lord; they are not to lose themselves totally in a crowd, but neither are they to function in isolation from the body. When the Israelites came together at the great convocations, the worship was greater and its benefits more lasting. The music was more glorious and the praising better than anything they had in their villages, and the prophetic messages were more powerful than the routine instruction and counsel of a local priest. Moreover, sharing the joys and sorrows of others was more readily facilitated by the larger company of believers with all their resources. And because believers still need such uplifting experiences, the New Testament warns people not to abandon assembling together (Heb. 10:25). After all, worship on earth is a prelude to glory when all the saints will be gathered together and will join the heavenly hosts in Paradise to praise and serve God forever.
Finally, there is the moral sense. Worship must develop this sense, otherwise the intellectual sense will become arrogance, the aesthetic sense will be entertainment, and the corporate sense an unguided assembly. Ethical and moral content must be clearly taught in the service, obviously present in the ritual and the ceremony of the service, and encouraged and inspired by the community.41 In Israel it would have been hard to miss this emphasis even when the teaching was bad, for the ritual was concerned with clean and unclean, holy and profane, and right and wrong. Everything about the formal worship service dealt with what was acceptable to God and of spiritual value for the life of the community. And even the glorious setting of the worship gave the sense that life had to be lived on a higher plane than that of the world with all its corruption.
In many congregations today the moral sense is addressed usually by communicating the Word of God for the purpose of meditation and of making decisions about what is righteous, just, honest, good, and compassionate. But all the other aspects of the worship must reinforce what the exposition of the Word seeks to do. In a word, worship must inspire a different ethic among the people, which in turn will have an impact on society.
But if the teaching only imparts information, and fellowship is equated with socializing, and the ritual acts are rushed and not explained, the moral sense will not be caught by the people. If worshippers leave a service with no thought of becoming more godly in their lives, then the purpose of worship has not been achieved. If they walk away from an assembly without a conviction that they need to conform their lives to Holy Scripture, even if it means changing their lifestyle, then worship has been perverted somewhere. For example, if people continue to be unkind, or mean-spirited, or self-centered, or immoral, then there has been a breakdown somewhere in the process. If they are not at peace with one another in the assembly, then they are not at peace with God and should not leave the sanctuary until they are. The clear teaching of Scripture is that genuine worship is life changing.
Conclusion
Genuine worship is the natural and proper response to the revelation of the holy Lord God of glory. It will bring about reverential fear, confession, sacrifice, praise, and commitment. And when worship responds correctly to divine revelation, all four spiritual senses will be satisfied so that people will grow in grace and knowledge, live out their spiritual heritage, become one in the Lord, and walk in righteousness.
C H APT E R 2
Worship as Celebration
The Need for a Working Definition of Worship
Diverse Forms of Worship
In today's churches we have every form of worship from the very high church ritual to the very informal and unstructured assemblies. Most churches give attention to a number of the aspects of worship found in the Bible, which they may have perfected, but few if any give a balanced attention to them all. For example, some equate worship with liturgy and ritual-and it all runs smoothly and richly; but there may be no place for individual praise and thanksgiving and very little attention given to preaching or teaching. Or some may designate a time of singing songs and praises as their worship, leaving the impression that the rest of the activities of the service are not worship.
Most churches do not have a worship committee to evaluate what they are doing and ensure that all the needs of the people are being met. And there are scores of people who would love to step into more meaningful and glorious ways of worshipping if given the opportunity, but they are limited by their church's format.
But things can go too far in the other direction as well if churches simply give people what they want, that is, adapt worship to what is popular or appealing rather than instruct and inspire people in what they should want. This is the easiest thing to do; it is most often prompted by the desire to have a well-attended church. Accordingly, there may be a greater emphasis on making worship more enjoyable, more entertaining, and more attractive and convenient to modern Christians. While these efforts do have value in the whole ministry of the church (the festivals in Jerusalem were appealing), the form and substance of worship is not to be set by popular preference (in Israel that led to idolatry) but must draw people out of the world. In the final analysis we must recognize that entertainment is not worship, that simplifying and shortening sermons, music, and prayers weakens worship, and that good attendance does not in and of itself mean that worship is taking place.
In other churches the service may be predominantly filled with teaching or preaching. No one would ever fault the desire to instruct and exhort people from the Word of God. In fact, an emphasis on this may be refreshing to those who have grown up in services that had short, tenminute homilies. But if the sermon fills up most of the time, too many aspects of worship will be crowded out, and as a result "worshippers" will become listeners and observers. The sermon, so important to worship, is not by itself worship.
On the other side, where formal liturgy predominates, all too often it is the sermon that has been crowded out, the time being given to other activities. Perhaps it is assumed that because the Word of God is behind the liturgy it therefore does not need much attention by itself. Whatever the reasons, a lack of biblical instruction, coupled with the absence of individual praise and thanksgiving, leads easily to routine and empty ritual. A church may have beautiful rituals and profound liturgy, but the perfunctory performance of the rites can be carried out with little worship taking place. It takes a tremendous effort by faithful worshippers to keep things alive for the benefit of their own worship when those who should be bringing it alive do not.
The popularly named renewal movement has been trying to bring life back into worship services. Now more and more frequently congregations are (literally) faced with "worship teams"-which actually are a number of singers and musicians-who function as leaders for the time of worship (the time of worship refers to the music and praise leading up to the rest of the service). The music is usually contemporary, and the praise brief exclamations. But these times of worship, even though involving the congregation, often follow a set pattern at a particular time in the service with repetitious songs. Thus, in fact, a new form of liturgy has emerged, which may be every bit as predictable and repetitious as prayer book worship. And the brief expressions of thanks between choruses are a far cry from the clear and rich praises and thanksgivings that the devout psalmists offered in the assembly of the righteous. Without solid biblical content in the music, in the readings, and in the sermon, it is no wonder that the church has produced a crop of inarticulate Christians.
It seems that churches have each gotten a few pieces of the biblical picture and made those their form of worship. Then, once their ideas of "worship" have been formed and defended, there is tremendous resistance to change, even if it is change that will improve and not replace what they are already doing. Some churches are very comfortable with the way that they have always done things and cannot imagine anyone else is right. Annie Dillard writes:
The higher Christian churches-where, if anywhere, I belongcome at God with an unwarranted air of professionalism, with authority and pomp, as though they knew what they were doing, as though people in themselves were an appropriate set of creatures to have dealings with God.... In the high churches they saunter through the liturgy like Mohawks along a strand of scaffolding who have long since forgotten their danger. If God were to blast such a service to bits, the congregation would be, I believe, genuinely shocked!
The task is for each worshipper and each congregation to develop worship as fully and meaningfully as possible, not necessarily to replace their tradition, but to embrace more of the biblical patterns and principles. This calls for a thorough study of passages that deal with the subject, careful planning and preparation with much prayer, and a regular evaluation of all that is being done.' Just as a sermon that has not been prepared will not be easy to listen to, or a choir number that has not been practiced will be painful to hear, so a worship service that has not been developed properly will be off-putting and distracting. Oh, the Spirit of God can rescue things from all of our poorly developed activities and use them to speak to people. But that does not justify the poor efforts. God requires that everything we offer to him be the best that we can do.
It should be clear by now that the subject of worship is complex; it encompasses all the biblical information as it was revealed and developed over the centuries, and all the extrabiblical traditions and teachings down through the history of the faith. And because there are so many things that are part of what we call worship, it is very difficult to write a definition that is both clear and complete. If we try to cover all the ideas in a general way, our definitions will be too vague; and if we try to be too specific, we end up leaving too much out.
What makes the task of defining worship difficult is not only that the Bible includes so many things but also that its essential features were progressively revealed to and through various groups of believers over the centuries. A study of the subject, then, must trace worship through the Bible in order to uncover the patterns in their historical development and then identify the principles and acts that remain constant for worship in the church today. Some of the outer forms of worship may have changed over time, but the recurring patterns carry the principles forward to fulfillment in the New Testament.
What is needed in a thorough study of all the biblical material in sufficient detail to formulate the basic principles and patterns of worship, beginning with creation and culminating in glory, when worship will be perfect. The intent of this book therefore is to take the readers through the Bible so that they may see these patterns and principles emerge and in the process understand more fully their Christian heritage and thereby discover ways to improve their worship. This is not simply a theology of worship; it is an inductive study of the biblical material as it was revealed over time, for the purpose of identifying the abiding theological truths that must inform our worship today.
This kind of Bible study cannot be done quickly. In fact, there is so much material that it would take a lifetime to analyze it all and put it into practice. But that is how God planned it. For all believers it should be an ongoing study throughout their spiritual journey. But with each step on the journey, new insights will be gained into this life-changing subject of true worship.
Diverse Definitions of Worship
Definitions are helpful in that they enable people to organize a complex body of material with a unifying statement or paragraph? For worship we have an interesting array of definitions and descriptions, all of which are helpful in one way or another, but none of which is completely satisfying as a thorough working definition for biblical surveys such as this.' Some broaden worship to cover all of Christian activity.' Worship definitely has a bearing on everything we do, but the biblical text uses the words and descriptions of worship for the special acts of the people of God in private or communal devotion. Others focus on such acts but try to capture the idea of worship with easy-to-remember statements, such as "worship is praise," or "worship is the response of the creature to the Eternal,"6 or worship is "a dialogue between God and his people,"' or worship is "a meeting between God and His people."8 Of course, all of these statements are true; and they are designed to lead into discussions that elaborate on the details. But people often use the definition and forget the clarifying discussions. For serious, thorough study of the subject, people need to consult the Bible every step of the way; and a working definition that guides that study will prove most helpful.
The standard introductory books and Bible dictionaries do refer to worship acts. Harper's Bible Dictionary, for example, says that worship is the attitude and acts of reverence to a deity. The New International Dictionary of the Bible is a little more specific, saying that worship is "the honor, reverence, and homage paid to superior beings or powers, whether men, angels, or God."9 In other words, worship involves an acknowledgment of the higher power or powers in word and deed.
These definitions are certainly more useful than the popular approach of explaining worship on the basis of the etymology of the English word worship from "worthship," meaning that worship is the acknowledgment of the supreme worth of God-God alone is worthy of our praise. But this does not clarify what worship is or what it does.
Schaper is more specific, saying that worship is "the expression of a relationship in which God the Father reveals himself and his love in Christ and by his Holy Spirit administers grace, to which we respond in faith, gratitude, and obedience."" Rayburn is more specific with regard to the object of our worship: "Worship is the activity of the new life of a believer in which, recognizing the fullness of the Godhead as it is revealed in the person of Jesus Christ and His mighty redemptive acts, he seeks by the power of the Holy Spirit to render to the living God the glory, honor, and submission which are His due."11 While no one would argue with gratitude, honor, obedience, and the like, the details of what we are to render are only broadly referred to here.
If we want to be able to trace these specific details of worship, our best approach is to have a working definition based on what the Bible reveals about the requirements and responses that are the essential elements of worship. Individual worshippers and various groups could then use it to guide their Bible study of the subject. Once people begin to probe this matter of worship, they will discover a richness and a depth to their spiritual experience that they never imagined. Once they catch a vision of the risen Christ in glory and are transported to sing with angels, it will become harder and harder to remain in lifeless and uninspiring services.
Developing a Working Definition
Any definition of Christian worship must be formulated within the framework of the Trinitarian nature of the faith. Our worship must be God-centered. This should be obvious, but we often lose sight of it and focus our attention on people. If worship loses its God-centeredness, it ceases to be a holy convocation and may become something akin to a common assembly, a rally, a theatrical performance, or an awards ceremony. This is not true worship. People should come away from a worship service with a fresh awareness of the majesty of God, with a desire to glorify God, and with renewed commitment to serve God.
Second, worship must be in Christ, the Son of God, who came into the world and brought salvation to us. Because he is the full revelation of the Godhead and the one way of access to the Father, he must be the focal point of worship. If he is not and we try to worship God without reference to the divine Son of God, then we have failed to follow God's revelation through to its culmination in the plan of redemption. Believers should come away from a worship service with a renewed assurance of the grace of God through our Lord Jesus Christ, of forgiveness through his blood, of acceptance into his eternal kingdom, and with a fresh commitment to give him the preeminence (Col. 1:18).
Third, because the Holy Spirit is the one who enables all spiritual service, all genuine worship must be by the Spirit. Without falling into the error of denying the physical part of worship, we must recognize that worship is to be spiritual-inspired by the Spirit, empowered by the Spirit, genuine and life-giving because it flows from the Spirit. And as this happens, the Spirit will not draw attention to himself but will point to Christ, will not lead into error but into righteousness, and will not produce responses that are foreign or out of harmony with the Word of God but will empower the Word to produce fruit in the lives of the worshippers. When worshippers come away from a service that has been truly spiritual, they will come away with zeal to love and serve the Lord. It will not be contrived or forced, and it will not be momentary enthusiasm; rather, the Spirit will continue to work in them to produce godliness.
The following definition provides a concise statement of the essence of worship, followed by clarifications of how it is expressed in the acts of worship. It is designed to be the starting point for a thorough study on the subject of worship:
The choice of the word "celebration" as the key word is appropriate." The word captures all the festivity and the ritual and the praise that is present in biblical worship. And if the worship is led by the Spirit and in conformity with the Word, then the celebration will not deteriorate into pagan or worldly festivities.
It should be noted that a regular "worship service" per se is not commonly found in the Bible. Whenever believers assembled in sanctuaries, it was for different aspects of worship-sacrifices, festivals, covenant renewals, ordinations, prayer, and the like. These could be called services but are usually designated by their functions. There are only a few passages that lay out parts of the orders to be followed in certain "services" and words to be said. In the New Testament the Jewish believers in Jesus added to their temple and synagogue attendance the regular gathering together in homes for apostolic teaching, fellowship in Christ, the breaking of bread, and prayer. Then in Paul's letters we see descriptions of what the believers were doing when they came together in their assemblies. Accordingly the early church quickly developed various orders of activities that were followed in the assemblies, and much of this has remained through the centuries. But these too followed different patterns for different occasions.
Describing worship as a celebration does not nullify the fact that it is a service or that there are solemn and serious aspects to it. All worship is service to God, even though not all service is worship in the proper sense. Worship is service in that it is the obedient response to the revelation of the Lord God. The Psalms are filled with commands for the righteous to enter his courts with singing, or to give praise to him, or to bring the thank offerings to his altar. But worship is also service in that it will inspire spiritual growth and provide encouragement for faithfulness.
The idea of worship as celebration is governed by what is being celebrated-being in "covenant fellowship with the sovereign and holy triune God." The focus is certainly on the nature of the sovereign God of glory; but the glory of it all to us is that we have been brought into covenant with this God. Contemplation of such a God without a covenant might inspire awe and wonder but not celebration; and celebration of a covenant without any perception of God, with whom the covenant is made, would not inspire much awe and wonder.
This word covenant may not be familiar to some people. It refers to a treaty, a pact, or an agreement made between two or more parties. A covenant is usually based on some significant event in history and includes both the benefits and the obligations of the parties who enter into the agreement. People often entered into such treaties with other people, promising by solemn oath through ritual sacrifice to abide by the agreement. God used this well-known form to assure his people that he was their God and they were his people. So at Sinai, for example, he established a covenant with Israel based on the fact that he had redeemed them from bondage. By doing so he entered into a unique relationship with them. In that covenant he made promises to them, promises that were both temporal and eternal, and he swore by himself to fulfill them; but he also set forth obligations that they were to meet if they wanted to be his people and to enjoy his benefits. The agreement was then sealed by the shedding of blood in a sacrificial ritual. In the New Testament the eternal Son of God established the new covenant with believers and sealed it with his own blood, thereby making it an eternal covenant. This covenant, also referred to as a testament (hence, New Testament), promises salvation through the forgiveness of sins and all related blessings in this life and the next; but it also includes obligations for the recipients of the covenant to demonstrate their love and devotion to their covenant Lord. It is this union with God, this covenant that is sealed and secure through the sacrifice of Christ, that is at the heart of Christian worship.
Based on this focus of worship, our celebration is expressed in a number of ways (in the subpoints of the definition)." The first is "by the reverent adoration and spontaneous praise of God's nature and works." This would include the response of fear and adoration, the contemplation of the wonder and majesty of God, expressions of faith, doxologies, thanksgivings, hymns and songs of praise, and affirmations of compliance and commitment to the one true and living God.
The second way this celebration is expressed is "by the expressed commitment of trust and obedience to the covenant responsibilities." Part of communal worship is the renewal of the covenant, rehearsing its nature and renewing commitments to its stipulations. This presupposes the public reading of the Word, where we hear the responsibilities, exhortations and teachings on them, encouragement and approval for compliance with them, as well as opportunity for correction and amendment of ways. Worship should also provide opportunity for many of these duties to be performed-making and fulfilling vows, presenting gifts and thank offerings to God, and reconciliation with others. It should also inspire spiritual service, such as committing time and talents to God in faithful stewardship, sharing the faith with others, and ministering to the needs of people in the community. These are our covenant obligations.
The third way this celebration is expressed is by "the memorial reenactment of entering into covenant through ritual acts." The people of God preserve in their memory their entering into this covenant: on God's part the means was sacrificial atonement, and on their part the means was faith in and identification with the death of Christ. Baptism and Holy Communion are the main rites that Christ instituted for his church. And since ritual reenactment and meditation go hand in hand, relevant themes such as confession and forgiveness of sin, and reconciliation with God and one another, are all necessary parts of this aspect of worship.
But all such acts of worship would be uninspired and weakened, if not meaningless, without the vision of the hope of glory, the anticipation of the fulfillment of the covenant, both its promises and our perfection. As we worship we celebrate our salvation through Christ who will bring us to glory, we pray for that kingdom to come, we quicken our hope by praises and anthems that direct our thoughts to the next life, and through the ministry of the Word we build our faith in this eternal hope. In this light our worship, and the Lord's Supper especially, takes on eternal proportions, leading us to look forward to the heavenly union with Christ Jesus. As Charles Wesley wrote,
So our worship must be eschatological." It should not only prepare us to live and serve in this world in view of the coming of the Lord, but it should also celebrate victory over the world. And that victory over the world should find practical expression in demonstrating how the faith can transform the world and all its problems into what God had intended from the beginning. Thus, when some worship services regularly proclaim that "Christ is coming again," that proclamation should inspire the worshippers to take the revelation of the nature of God and the work of Christ and the powerful ministry of the Spirit and turn them into practical, relevant directives for Christian living that is above this present but temporary evil world system and into practical ministry to those who are in bondage to the world-and do it all with urgency.
It has been this hope of glory that has inspired the worship of God from the very beginning. And it has been characteristic of the faith that over the centuries as worship has developed, worshippers have carried forward the principles and practices of the faith. All our worship looks back and recalls the biblical and historical events that have shaped our tradition; but in recalling the principles and practices of those earlier stages in the household of faith, we also recall their inspiration for worship-the hope of glory. And it is our inspiration as well. Our worship after all is a celebration of the great works of our glorious Lord, especially his saving deeds, with a view to their fulfillment in glory. And if the aspects of the order of our worship form a reenactment of and response to God's plan of redemption, they are at the same time a foreshadowing and rehearsal for that time when we shall worship in the heavenly sanctuary with the angelic choirs. Until that time we are merely tuning our instruments;" but we may persevere in improving our worship by constantly recalling the hope of glory. In that way we may build on the glorious heritage that we have received so that in every way it may be even more glorious.
Conclusion for Part 1
WORSHIP IS NOT A CHOICE, but a divine imperative. God has been calling his people to worship from the beginning. Accordingly, Jesus declared that the Father was seeking true worshippers (John 4:23). Knowing the will of God in this matter, believers down through the centuries have been trying to appreciate and develop proper and meaningful worship practices. That is the task for every new generation of believers; and every generation must preserve the heritage that it has received and build on it. But at the heart of this effort is the need for believers to recapture the vision of the exalted and holy LORD of glory, that is, the sublime; for to the degree that worshippers apprehend the glory of the Lord, their worship will be purified of base instincts and elevated to the level of true and spiritual worship. Unfortunately, almost everything in our nature and in our world pulls us back from that; and without a good knowledge of the biblical revelation on the subject, worship becomes routine, centered on people and performances, and secularized. And the sense of celebration of being in covenant fellowship with the living God is lost.
How then shall we proceed to recapture this vision of the central focus of worship? One good way to start is with a regular meditation' in those passages that describe the glorious manifestations of the LORD, revelations and visions of the LORD in glory, passages like the transfiguration of Jesus, or the revelation of the risen Christ (Exod. 24; Isa. 6:1-3; Ezek. 1:428; Matt. 17:1-13; 2 Cor. 3:7-18; Rev. 1:9-20, to name but a few). These will effectively focus our thoughts on the God of glory and therefore the hope of glory. As this becomes a fixed part of our thinking, we can begin searching the whole revelation of God to discover the patterns of worship that will inspire us to greater glory in our worship. But unless we capture that vision, we will not be very successful. This book is designed to assist believers in their diligent study of the Word of God toward that end.
What will become evident in the process is that the biblical material is not so much concerned with particular styles and methods but with proper attitudes and expressions. Worship is a far more complex subject than we often realize, for we too often focus on simple "how-tos." The biblical patterns and principles leave open a wide range of ways to do things, allowing for diversity within the faith. Our own particular form of worship does not exhaust all the appropriate worshipful responses that we could make. In fact, this study will show how far we are from "perfecting" the worship of the holy God.
P A R T 2
THE MEMORY
PARADISE
Introduction
Genesis begins with the declaration that God created the heavens and the earth and then traces God's great acts day by day. It begins with the creation of light, the necessary beginning, for without the provision of light to dispel the darkness there would be no life. Immediately then God made divisions in creation, separating the darkness and the light and separating the waters below an expanse of air called sky from the waters above it. God appointed light-bearers in the heavens, the sun to have dominion over the day and the moon to have dominion over the night, along with the heavenly host of stars. He then gathered the waters that were on the earth together to make huge seas, causing dry land to emerge.
On this dry land lush vegetation began to grow, filling the earth with grasses and shrubs and trees. Furthermore, the land, the skies, and the seas were soon teeming with life that God created. But the crowning point of all creation was the formation of humans, male and female, to be the very image of God; these humans were to rule and have dominion over the earth. With this, all of creation was now perfect and pleasing to God.
What power! What imagination! What a glorious Creator-God! No wonder the angelic hosts shouted for joy when the LORD laid the foundation of the earth (Job 38:4-7). And those heavenly choirs continue to praise him because he created all things and by his will everything exists (Rev. 4:11). Such is the greatness of the Creator.
After this overview Genesis focuses specifically on the creation of Adam and Eve and the garden of Eden (2:4-25). This section tells how the LORD God formed man, gave him the divine breath that made him a living human being with the capacities to commune with God and keep his commandments, and provided a corresponding partner to share these capacities and responsibilities; by these capacities they were enabled to function as God's representatives on earth. It also tells of the provision of a Paradise in which they could serve God and enjoy his creation. The passage also records the divine stipulations they were to follow if they were to continue in that life.
The faithful in Israel certainly praised God for creation in their hymns and psalms. They were aware of the bizarre ideas about creation in the mythological beliefs of the pagans, and in striking contrast to them they declared in their holy writings that everything was created by the decree of the one, true and living God.' The psalmist expresses this point precisely: "For he spoke, and it came to be; he commanded, and it stood firm" (Ps. 33:9). Here was the unambiguous witness to the sovereignty of God. And this focus on his sovereign Word also provided a powerful instruction for the worshipping community: if all of creation exists because of the decree of God, then the way to life and blessing in God's presence would also be through obedience to the Word of God. For example, the law of Israel said, "You shall have no other gods before me" (Exod. 20:3); and the account of creation made it clear that there were no gods before God, for everything that the pagans worshipped was made by him. How foolish it would be to worship the creation and not the Creator (see Rom. 1:25). Again, the law said, "You shall not make for yourself an idol [`graven image' in KJV] .... You shall not bow down to them or worship them" (Exod. 20:4-5); and the account of creation reminded people that they themselves were the image of God. How foolish and how blind it would be to make a god after the image of a human (see Isa. 44:9-20)-God made people as his image. In similar ways all the stipulations of the law were based on the will of the Creator. Thus, all creation sings in response to the one who gave all things life.
C H APT E R 3
The Memory of Creation
Creation and Redemption
Creation has always been foundational to the faith of the worshipping community, not only because it displays the power and majesty of the Creator, but also because it provides the basis and even the pattern for God's great work of redemption. For example, in the judgment of the Flood and the redemption of the race through Noah, we find a "re-creation" theme: everything was put back under water as it had been in the beginning.' And then, after the world was purged, the dry land appeared as in the beginning; and eventually Noah, the new Adam, along with his family, started a newlife-but nowwith gratefulworship (see 1 Peter 3:20-22 for the use of this as an example of salvation). Some of these motifs also were used in the redemption of Israel from the bondage of Egypt: God used the sea to destroy wickedness and redeem his people so that they could emerge on the other side of the flood to begin a new life with worship and praise (see also 1 Cor. 10:1-4). Other writers of Scripture also used the language and the motifs of creation to describe God's saving acts. For example, the "Song of Moses" praised God as Israel's "Creator" because he redeemed them from bondage and formed them into a nation (Dent. 32:6). And the prophecies in Isaiah 45-49 frequently reminded Israel that the God who redeemed them was their Creator (Isa. 44:21-22). By "redemption" God "created" the Israelites as his covenant people.
With this association of creation and redemption in mind, we may identify additional motifs in the accounts. For example, just as the Holy Spirit was at work in the creation of life, so is he with salvation. Or again, just as God caused light to shine out of the chaos and darkness so that new life could be formed,' Paul declares, "For God, who said, `Let light shine out of darkness,' made his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ" (2 Cor. 4:6). And just as God makes divisions between the light and the darkness, so he makes divisions for his people between good and evil, and clean and unclean (e.g., Lev. 11:8; 1 John 1:5b-7). God's work of redemption is in fact a new creation, for the Lord re-creates the spiritual life by breathing his Spirit into the human heart and making the redeemed conform to his image (John 20:22; 1 Cor. 12:13; 2 Cor. 3:18). Paul declares, "Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation" (2 Cor. 5:17a). Those who are new creations, that is, the redeemed, enter into God's eternal rest, that Sabbath rest that was first introduced at the culmination of creation (see also Matt. 11:28; Heb. 4:9). Again and again the motifs of creation are used in texts that pertain to redemption.3 The worship of God, the Creator, is therefore also the worship of God, the Redeemer, for what God did in creation set the pattern not only for redemption but also for the worship of the redeemed.
The Creation of the Sanctuary
When immediate access to God came to an end because of sin, God provided a way for his people to enjoy mediated access to him. This was most clearly laid out when God instructed Israel to build a sanctuary so that he could dwell in the midst of the people he had formed. And since it was to be built according to a revealed pattern (Exod. 25:8-9), it is no surprise that the instructions included many motifs and ideas from creation, notably Paradise. This was true not only of the tabernacle in the wilderness, but also of the Solomonic temple; and it is true also of the prophetic visions of the new creation yet to come.
Wherever God's presence dwells is a holy place, a sanctuary.' Therefore, when Israel's desert shrine was called a "dwelling place" for the LORD, it was not that God needed such a place but rather that the people needed a place that facilitated their access to God (see 1 Kings 8:27; 1 Chron. 17:4-6). Such a place had to preserve the holiness of God on the one hand and make allowances for the human condition on the other. Therefore, because the God who dwelt in their midst is holy and pure, the people had to be made pure and holy by some means in order to draw near. And since God's perfect work of creation was marked by sanctified rest, every time people entered the sanctuary they were leaving the work of the outside world, with all its conflict, pain, and death, to celebrate life and peace in a special Sabbath.6
God's dwelling place with Israel was holy in its physical layout. The shrine itself, the tent, was situated in a large courtyard, and it was divided into the Holy Place and the Most Holy Place. The entire courtyard was set apart from the world by a curtain partition. That outside world, creation at large, was contaminated and to a large degree alienated from God; but inside this special area was the domain of God preserved in a fallen world. All the people of God could enter into his courts to commune with him and worship him, provided they followed the prescribed orders. Only the priests could enter into the actual tent, the Holy Place; and into the Most Holy Place, the presence of the LORD, the high priest alone could enter on behalf of the congregation.
This sanctuary complex reflected the regions of original creation. The land outside the sanctuary represented the world of God's creation,' albeit contaminated by sin and death; the courtyard of the sanctuary corresponded to the region of Eden, the place of blessing and enjoyment for the people of God, provided their sin and defilement had been dealt with; and the sanctuary itself with its Most Holy Place recalled the Garden of Eden, the place where God walked (i.e., communed) with his people.
These correspondences between the regions of creation and the arrangement of the sanctuary bring to mind another similarity, that people are separated from God by their disobedience and defilement and are barred from the presence of God just as Adam and Eve were prevented from returning to the garden by the guarding angels. The only way back to God is through his provision of redemption so that people who once were alienated from God might enjoy restored communion with their Creator. And because this restored communion with God is not limited to a spiritual sense of fellowship with God but ultimately includes a full and eternal communion, spiritually and physically, in the very presence of the living God, the structure and substance of Israelite worship was designed so that people might trace the process of redemption in word and act from the place of sin to the glorious presence. So what do we find? Worshippers approached the sanctuary with reverence, responded to God's Word with confession and a commitment to obey, and then drew near to the divine presence through sanctifying ritual acts. Then they could celebrate being with God. Before sin entered the world, "worship" was in effect pure celebration, adoration, and enjoyment of God; but after sin entered the world, "worship" had to include the process of gaining access into the presence of God as a new creation for that celebration. And since the process was a provision from God's grace, it was received with thanksgiving and reverence by the worshippers. Their praise of the Creator now necessarily included praise for his new work of creation, redemption. And this will continue in glory: the angelic praise will still be for the Creator (Rev. 4:11), but with the saints present it will also be for the Redeemer (Rev. 5:9-10).
Accordingly, the setting for Israel's worship was designed to draw the believers back to that communion with God, time and time again, until they would finally be gathered into the presence of God in glory.
With this in mind, everything in the sanctuary spoke of a re-ordered world with the Creator at the center, recalling the original creation, but anticipating what was yet to be in the world to come. Solomon took it to a grand scale, placing huge columns in front of the temple to represent the pillars of the earth (1 Kings 7:21), and a huge laver of water in the courtyard to represent the sea (1 Kings 7:23-26).8 Levenson explains that the temple was the epitome of the world, a miniature cosmos; as such it was to communicate that in God's domain there is a peace, stability, and order.' The laver in this sacred world symbolized the containment of the chaotic seas, under the dominion of the LORD who was enthroned nearby in the Holy of Holies." Even around the rim of Solomon's "sea" was arboreal and vegetation symbolism that reflected God's creation.
All of this greatly enhanced the Israelites' understanding of the one whom they were worshipping. The temple was not just another place of worship but a reminder of God's creation in its pristine order-a little Paradise. Like the Garden of Eden, the sanctuary was the place where heaven and earth converged-the LORD was in heaven, and he was also in his holy temple. Thus, Isaiah could stand in the earthly sanctuary, and peer into the heavenly sanctuary and hear the angelic choirs (Isa. 6:1-4; John 12:41). The heavenly place was the "spiritual" sanctuary, the ultimate reality; the earthly place was the "physical" copy, functioning in the reality of this life. Levenson explains: "The Temple and its rites, especially those of a purgative character, can be conceived as the means for spiritual ascent from the lower to the higher realms, from a position distant from God to one in his very presence."11 The earthly place represented the heavenly because it participated in that to which it pointed. Along with these general observations on the way the sanctuary was a reflection of the setting and order of creation in a fallen world, the report of its completion strengthened this reflection by mirroring the language used to describe creation.
The Construction of the Sanctuary
The Arrangement of the Instructions
In the wilderness God instructed Israel on how to make the sanctuary, essentially a tent over a portable building made of interlocking boards."Z But these instructions have some interesting parallels with creation." Among the studies attempting to trace these parallels, P. J. Kearney focuses on the instruction section of Exodus 25-30.14 Observing the introductory formula "Yahweh said to Moses," he was able to identify seven speeches giving instructions for the building of the tabernacle, the first six dealing with the work itself and the seventh an instruction to observe the Sabbath day.15 So, there were six days to make the earth and six steps in the instructions to make the tabernacle; and then there was rest.
The Completion of the Construction
The Plan
Even closer parallels with creation may be found in the section on the actual construction of the sanctuary (Exod. 35-40). Chapter 35 opens with a call to observe the Sabbath (vv. 1-3) and then gives instructions for the preparations for making the tabernacle, which is actually a sum mary of the previous seven speeches (vv. 4-19). The account of the fulfillment of the instructions of chapters 25-31 begins with the report that all the congregation with willing hearts brought the supplies as a freewill offering (Exod. 35:20-29), thus fulfilling Exodus 25:1-7.
The Agents
The Fulfillment
The detailed report of the construction is then recorded in Exodus 36:8-39:31. In these chapters we find interspersed seven times the expression "just as Yahweh commanded" (including 36:1; then also 38:22; 39:5, 21, 26, 29, 31). This correlation between the command and the fulfillment is reminiscent of the way Genesis 1 is written ("God said ... and it was so"). This pattern reaches its culmination in Exodus 40 where we read that Moses did as Yahweh commanded (v. 16, repeated in v. 19). The statement that the glory of Yahweh filled the place (40:34-38) indicates divine approval-it was very good!
The Completion Report
The wording used in the completion report for the tabernacle also parallels the completion report for creation." In Exodus 39:32 we read, "So all the work on the tabernacle, the Tent of Meeting, was finished. The Israelites did everything just as the LORD had commanded Moses, so did they."18 And in Genesis 2:1-2 we read, "Thus the heavens and the earth were finished and all their vast array; by the seventh day God had finished his work which he had done."
Then Exodus 39:43 says, "And Moses inspected all the work and saw that they had done it as the LORD had commanded; even so did they." And in Genesis 1:31 we have: "God saw all that he had done, and behold, it was very good."
After the completion of the work, there was the blessing. In Exodus 39:43 we have the statement that "Moses blessed them" because they had done all the work of the LORD. And in Genesis 2:3 we have, "And God blessed the seventh day" because on it God rested from all his work.
And again, in Exodus 40:9 we read that the LORD instructed Moses, "And you shall sanctify it ... and it shall be holy." And in Genesis 2:3 we have, "and he sanctified it."
So there is a deliberate attempt to show that the construction of the sanctuary paralleled the work of creation, as if to say, this was God's new creation of his dwelling place on earth.
Symbolism in Solomon's Construction
The account of Solomon's building the temple provides additional links with creation. It took Solomon seven years to build the temple (1 Kings 6:38); it took seven days for the divine King to create the world (Gen. 2:2). Moreover, Solomon dedicated the temple during the Feast of Tabernacles (1 Kings 8:2), a seven-day feast in the seventh month (Dent. 16:13); and his speech has seven specific petitions (1 Kings 8:31-53).19 And when completed the temple was to be God's resting place (m`nukhah, Ps. 132:13-14), reflecting how God rested on the seventh day.
Conclusion
The temple was to be the one place on earth where the people could enter into the rest of God and again be in the sanctuary where the LORD God dwelt. For the worshipper, entering the rest of God and entering the dwelling place of God were one and the same.20 The Sabbath rest sanctified time and creation, and the dwelling place sanctified space and the history of redemption, or re-creation.21 Like the Garden of Eden, the sanctuary was rich, and beautiful, and pure; and everything in it was in its proper place as God's presence would require. Like creation in general, the sanctuary was to be a world by itself, an ordered, supportive, and obedient environment where God dwelt. If we look more closely at the record of creation with this in mind, it will become clear that the Garden of Eden was a "sanctuary" with features and figures that subsequently adorned the sanctuary of Israel, the place of worship.22
C H A P T E R 4
The Memory of the Center of Creation
The Garden in Eden
In the center of God's creation, there was a garden; and although no sinful person since Adam and Eve has seen it, it remains in human memory as the epitome of beauty, tranquility, and fertility (Gen. 13:10). Genesis says, "Now the LORD God had planted a garden' in the east, in Eden; and there he put the human he had formed. And the LORD God made all kinds of trees grow out of the ground-trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food" (2:8-9a).2 This garden was to be the one place in the world where all the beautiful and beneficial gifts of God were concentrated.
When the end of the story tells how the sinners were not allowed to remain in this garden, we learn that there was something far more important about it than its beauty and fruitfulness, something spiritual. It was where the LORD God walked in the midst of his creation,' where the man and the woman had immediate access to God in a perfect environ ment-before they rebelled.' It was the place of God's presence on earth. Nothing else could account for the special life-giving properties of the garden-it was the "garden of the LORD" (Gen. 13:10). Later the place was called "Paradise" (Paradeisos in the Greek), a term borrowed from Persian that refers to the inner garden of the king.
This description of the garden has striking parallels with descriptions of the dwelling places of gods in other literature in the ancient Near East.' The Mesopotamian accounts preserve the memory of the place where their deities dwelt as a garden unparalleled in splendor, filled with beautiful and fertile trees, and rich with precious gems. And it too was the source of life-giving water, where the rivers and the primal deep converged. There on a cosmic mountain' the deity was said to meet with the divine council and issue decrees.'
In the Israelite tradition, Ezekiel 28:12-19 provides us with more details about the creation setting. In the process of denouncing the proud king of Tyre, the prophet uses language descriptive of creation and a fall in Eden:
Some modern interpreters argue that Ezekiel was applying an old account of the creation and fall of man to this king, as if he were the one created and placed in Eden, to show that Tyre (the man and his city) was mortal after all. But older, traditional interpretations conclude that there is more-that in denouncing the evil king the prophet began to address the spirit-force behind him (as in Dan. 10:13), a spirit-force who was actually in Eden.' However the oracle is to be explained, the text de scribes Eden as a place rich with gems and gold, a place associated with the mount of God, a place where the anointed cherub walked in perfection and beauty until he sinned and was cast from the presence of God.
Other passages describe Israel's temple in terms reminiscent of the garden. The psalmist tells of the blessings believers receive there: "They feast on the abundance9 of your house; you give them drink from your river of delights (lit., "river of your delights," 'adaneyka, "your edens"). For with you is the fountain of life; in your light we see light" (36:8-9). The house of the LORD was like the Garden of Eden; it was where the people had access to God, received all the blessings of life, and feasted on the peace offerings and drew from the living water-but they were prohibited from entering the Most Holy Place, past the curtain embroidered with cherubs.
Also, in prophecies about the coming of the Lord, we have the same connection. Isaiah 51:3 foretells the restoration of the Holy City with these words: "The LORD will surely comfort Zion and will look with compassion on all her ruins; he will make her deserts like Eden, her wastelands like the garden of the LORD" Such fertility will be present because God will once again be in the midst of his people.
If these passages were the only ones that described Israel's sanctuary in terms of the Garden of Eden, we would have enough to say that Paradise was thought of as a sanctuary, and the sanctuary a Paradise, a place that was known as God's dwelling place on earth. Indeed, all the features of the garden are also represented in the sanctuary.
Features of the Garden
The River of Life
One feature of the garden was life-giving water. At first there was a subterranean source of water ('ed, "mist," NIV "streams") that used to go up from the earth and water all the fertile soil (Gen. 2:6).10 Then the text reports that "a river watering the garden flowed out from Eden, from there it was separated into four headwaters" (2:10). Although it is impossible to locate Eden, the four rivers indicate that it was somewhere in the area of the Fertile Crescent.11 The Tigris and the Euphrates flow from the top of the Fertile Crescent down to the Persian Gulf. The Pishon went around Havilah, a general term that refers to parts of the Arabian peninsula as well as northeastern Africa, and the Gihon went around Cush, which may be Ethiopia or the Babylonian region of the Kassites.12 If Havilah and Cush are located to the southwestern end of the crescent, and the Tigris and Euphrates flow from the northeast around Assyria to the southeast, then the center might have been in the middle of the crescent, perhaps even overlapping with the Promised Land (bounded by the river of Egypt and the Euphrates River). Be that as it may, the point is that a river of living water flowed from Eden, the presence of God, and separated into four rivers that flowed through the lands around it. From the garden God made provision for life.
Interestingly, there are biblical texts that also associate a river of living water with the sanctuary city of Jerusalem.14 Isaiah 8:7-8 describes an impending invasion of Assyrians in terms of a flash flood: the river Euphrates would overflow its banks and flood the land of Israel up to the neck (meaning Jerusalem). This was going to happen because the people had rejected the true source of their stability, the "gently flowing waters of Shiloah" (8:6). Shiloah was the pool that collected the water from the spring of Gihon in Jerusalem." So the prophet used two rivers that originated in the remote past; one to represent the force of chaos, the invading army, and the other to represent tranquility, the provision of God. Shiloah was connected to the Holy City, where the LORD dwelt; it was a place that was safe and secure, a place where living waters caused the faithful to rejoice rather than fear the invasion, for with that water they could withstand a siege. However, by not trusting the LORD they rejected his provision of security.
Psalm 46, a psalm of confidence, also locates a river of water near the sanctuary. In contrast to the raging sea, the chaos in the world, the writer declared that the Holy City was a safe haven of peace and tranquility: "There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy place where the Most High dwells. God is within her, she will not fall; God will help her at break of day" (vv. 4-5). The reference is probably to the same fresh water flowing from the springs under the city of God; it was a symbol of God's provision of life and peace in the midst of chaos. Again, the provision of life-sustaining water in a time of siege would have been a great advantage; but the true source of security was the presence of the LORD, the one who gave this water of life. Like Psalm 36 with its allusions to Eden (vv. 8_9),16 the river signified God's provision and protection flowing from his presence in the sanctuary.
Moreover, when the prophets foretold the dramatic changes that were to take place at the end of the age, they included the description of a river that would refresh the world so that it could flourish in paradisial splendor. Ezekiel foresaw water gushing out from under the temple and going eastward, miraculously flowing deeper and deeper until it filled the valleys and wadis, providing life to the desert regions so that the arid land could flourish and people could even fish from the once dead Dead Sea (Ezek. 47:1-12). Zechariah envisioned how at the coming of the LORD the Mount of Olives would split in two, and fresh, life-giving waters would flow from the house of the LORD, half to the Dead Sea, and half to the Great Sea (Zech. 14:1-21). And Joel, speaking of a time of eternal peace when foreigners would never again invade the land, tells of a fountain that will flow from the temple (Joel 3:17-18). Many would interpret these passages symbolically, but because of the details of the predictions and the connections to creation, it seems most likely that they are part of the new creation of this world (see also Rom. 8:22).
And this connection is carried forward to the vision John saw of the heavenly city coming down, lit by the presence of the LORD God himself: "Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, as clear as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb down the middle of the great street of the city" (Rev. 22:1-2a). Again, many interpret this to be merely symbolic of God's provision of life." It certainly is symbolic; but that does not rule out the possibility that there might be a physical reality to it, especially in the light of the other prophecies of the renewal of creation." The connection to Genesis is clear enough: the revelation of the river of life draws upon the memory of the river of Eden as the source of life, indicating that in the glorious age to come the true Paradise will be revealed in the new heavens and the new earth.
Gold and Precious Gems
In addition to the provision for life coming from the garden, we have the provision of wealth, and beauty, and brilliance." Wherever the river flowed, the land was rich with the purest gold and with precious stones. First, we have bedolakh, possibly bdellium, but NIV interprets it as an aromatic, transparent resin, yellowish in color.20 One clue to its appearance comes from the comparison with manna that looked like coriander seed (see Num. 11:7; Pss. 78:24; 105:40). Genesis also mentions the onyx (shoham), a chalcedony (a class of quartz crystal) often with milky white bands alternating with black (or red).21
The oracle in Ezekiel 28 adds to the description of the riches of Eden by listing additional precious stones associated with it. These included the ruby ('odem), topaz (pitedah), emerald (yahalom), chrysolite (tarshish), onyx (shoham), jasper (yashepheh), sapphire (sappir), turquoise (nophek), and beryl (baregat).22 Nine jewels in all were set in gold filigree to form the covering for the one who was in the Garden of God.23 The jewels indicate a rich blessing from God, the best that creation contains. But it was all forfeited because of sin, which brought the expulsion from the "fiery stones."24
Interestingly, in the literature of the ancient world, precious gems were included in the gardens of the gods. In the Gilgamesh Epic of Babylon, there is a garden of jeweled stones (Tablet 9.4.44-46); in fact, the fruitful trees in the region are depicted as gems: the carnelian bears its fruit, and the lapis lazuli bears its fruit (Tablet 9.4.48-51).25 These ideas indicate the richness of the dwelling place of the gods.
When we turn in the Bible to the record of God's instructions for the building and furnishing of the sanctuary, we find gold and precious gems there as well. The people brought precious metals for use in different places in the sanctuary. Around the courtyard the implements were covered with silver; in the courtyard the furnishings were with bronze; but in the Holy Place everything was covered with gold, and, in the holiest place of all, the top of the ark of the covenant with the carved cherubs was made of solid gold. The increasing value of the metals corresponds to the increasing closeness to God. Later, when Solomon built the temple, he spared no expense but used vast amounts of gold, silver, bronze, and sparkling gems (see 1 Chron. 29:2-9).
For the priestly garments the people also were to bring, among other things, precious gems (Exod. 25:7; 1 Chron. 29:2). Two onyx stones were set in gold filigree and attached to the shoulder pieces of the high priest's ephod. On each stone were engraved the names of six of the tribes of Israel (Exod. 28:9-14; 39:6-7). Then four rows of three precious gems were to be set in gold filigree and attached to the breast piece or pouch that the high priest would wear (Exod. 28:17-20; 39:10-13). The stones on the top row were the ruby ('odem), topaz (pitedah), and beryl (bareget). The second row had the turquoise (nophek), sapphire (sappir), and emerald (yahalom). The third row had three new stones: a jacinth (leshem, an orange color, perhaps amber), an agate (sh'vo, a variegated quartz), and an amethyst ('akhlamah, a purple stone). And the bottom row had a chrysolite (tarshish), onyx (shoham), and jasper (yashepheh). The names of the twelve tribes were inscribed on the stones the priest wore. When he entered the Holy Place to make intercession, it was as if the people once again entered the sanctuary of God, a place most fitting for all the precious gems.
When the prophets later wrote of the future glorious city and temple, precious gems were prominent in the description. Isaiah 54:11-12 records the revelation of God to the afflicted Holy City: "I will build you with stones of turquoise, your foundations with sapphires; I will make your battlements of rubies, your gates of sparkling jewels, and all your walls of precious stones." The city made with precious gems may be symbolic of the righteous people of God as many have concluded,26 but that symbolic use would not necessarily preclude the future realization of a glittering central dwelling place in a rich new creation where the LORD would be in the midst of his people.27 Similarly, John describes in more detail the heavenly city (Rev. 21:10-21).28 While there are widely diverging interpretations over his vision, the inclusion of gold and precious gems29 certainly links the passage with the Isaianic prophecy, as well as with the sanctuary and the garden. This revelation of the glorious creation to come may provide a glimpse of the spectacular aspects of that new creation, a creation characterized by an abundance of everything that is beautiful and prized, especially in the presence of the God of creation.
The Trees of the Garden
The garden of Eden was therefore a place of beauty as well as a place of provision. And both of these aspects are further displayed by the fact that the garden was filled with every kind of tree that was beautiful in appearance and good for food. This was true in the pagan world as well. According to the Gilgamesh Epic, the dwelling of the gods was surrounded by all kinds of luxuriant trees (Tablet 5.1.1-9 [Assyrian Version] ). It was in a forest that Gilgamesh and Enkidu battled Humbada, whom the god Enlil put there to guard against trespassing humans (2.5.1-2).3° And as already noted, trees in this region were depicted as gem-bearing "fruit" trees (9.4.48-51). The biblical record has no gem-bearing trees. But in the middle of all the trees of the garden there were two special trees, the Tree of Life, and the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.
The Tree of Life
The Tree of Life was designed to be a source of perpetual life.31 This is clear from the fact that God prevented Adam and Eve from eating from this tree and living forever (Gen. 3:22). Apparently eating from it would have perpetuated life or, in some sense, preserved access to immortality.
In the religions of the ancient Near East, there were in the temple reliefs stylized sacred trees. And in Mesopotamian literature we read about plants that were believed to bestow immortality, or at least youth. Thus, in the Gilgamesh Epic the search for the sacred tree (or plant) of life is prominent.32 Immortality was thought to be possible because the Babylonian hero Utnaphishtim gained it, though only by divine assistance and exceptional circumstances. Likewise in the Descent of Ishtar into the netherworld, there was a plant of life in addition to the water of life. But the quest for immortality required an ascent to the gods above or a descent to the netherworld below the sea.33
In some of the ancient texts, a sacred tree with healing powers grew in a place of abundance between the mouths of the two rivers. It was rooted in the subterranean water,34 and its appearance was that of lapis lazuli. No one ever entered there except the gods Enki, Shamash, and Tammuz.35
In the ancient Near East, and still today, a clump of trees was a sign of blessing because it meant there was water-life! And apart from any pagan perversion, the tree was a symbol of life and fertility." But it is no surprise that the Canaanites credited groves of trees to a local baal ("lord"), and ultimately to the god of fertility called Baal, and to the goddess Asherah.37 A sacred tree was part of the fertility cult of Asherah, and sacred poles were erected to her on high hills or under spreading trees. The Israelites, of course, were forbidden to plant or set up an "Asherah pole" (Dent. 16:21), but they embraced the god Baal and the goddess Asherah and her cult object anyway (cf. Isa. 57:5; Hos. 4:13).38 But when a statue of Asherah and her pole were set up in the sacred precincts (1 Kings 16:33; 2 Kings 17:10), reformers had to tear them down and burn them (2 Kings 23:4-7).
This golden "tree" represented God's provision of life; it stood inside the tent to light the way to God, its light also falling on the loaves of bread that symbolized God's provision for life. The creation of light had been foremost in the provision of life in the beginning; the first rays of light made life possible (Gen. 1:3; Ps. 36:8-10). Because this lampstand preserved the memory of God's provision of the light of life, it had to be pure (solid gold) and its light timeless (it could never go out).
And then in John's vision of the age to come, there is a Tree of Life with leaves for the healing of the nations (Rev. 22:2). Whatever the spiritual and heavenly reality of this may be, it is clear that the elements of the garden have been brought forward to the future Paradise to show that the source of all life is with God. Participation in eternal life is promised to those who have saving faith: "I will give [permission] to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God" (Rev. 2:7). And in that glorious place the saints will know as they are known, for the law will be written on their hearts. But they will still attribute all wisdom and knowledge and glory and honor to God (Rev. 5:12).
The Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil
The Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil was also in the garden, but it was off-limits to humans-the knowledge of good and evil belonged to God. He would reveal it when he wished, in the way he wished, and to whom he wished. The prohibition of this tree was a test of obedience, and so it naturally became the focus of the temptation. Eating from this tree, the appeal ran, would bring a special kind of knowledge, a knowledge that was the prerogative of divinity." Such knowledge would bring power over life, the kind of power God has; in short, the temptation was to obtain the wisdom of God (cf. Gen. 3:6; Job 15:7-9; 40; Prov. 30:1-4).41
To try to wrest divine knowledge from God, or more specifically, in defiance of God, is to try to assert spiritual autonomy. Adam and Eve failed in this because they were, after all, dependent creatures; and for trying to overstep their boundaries, they were expelled from the presence of God. Once outside the garden, they had to endure the limitations and hardships of life, which was a far cry from the divinity they had sought. Ezekiel 28 has the same message: the one who exalted himself in pride was cast down in ruins.
Pride prompted Adam and Eve to want to be like God, but the outcome of their hubris made it clear that they were merely human. The pagans may have promoted a confusing mixture of the human and the divine, but in the Bible whenever humans tried to appropriate divinity for themselves, God in his wisdom prevented it. They were not divine, and they could not become gods, or demigods-they were mortals.42 The commandments in the garden should have told them this.
The Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil is unique to the biblical memory of Paradise-it had no symbolic representation in the sanctuary. So what, then, was the legitimate way for the people of God to gain the knowledge of good and evil? It was by knowing God's law and keeping his commandments. And, in the sanctuary the essence of that law was with God, in the Most Holy Place-inside the ark of the covenant. In the representative form of the two tablets, the law was preserved inviolable at the foot of the throne of God.43 This told the worshippers that God possessed this full knowledge of right and wrong, and that their sin, far from demonstrating that they now had the knowledge, was evidence that they ultimately needed to seek him to learn what was good and what was evil.44
This tree appeared to be "good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom" (Gen. 3:6). And the psalmist says that the law of the LORD is perfect, making wise the simple, giving joy to the heart, and giving light to the eyes; it is more precious than gold (19:7-11). But in the garden the attempt to gain this knowledge of good and evil by disobedience brought death (Gen. 2:17). Likewise, any attempt by Israel to open the ark of the covenant brought instant death (see Num. 4:20; 2 Sam. 6:7).
So these two trees in the Garden of Eden were not forgotten in the formation of Israel's worship. True to the pattern of the garden, the aspects of the sanctuary made it clear that God is the source of all life, and that God has the knowledge of good and evil. He has made it possible for people to know the truth and receive eternal life by his grace. But none of this is possible apart from God, or in defiance of God.
The Image of God
All ancient temples and sanctuaries had images of the deities that had dominion over them. Likewise the garden sanctuary of the LORD had images, but they were very different from what the pagan world later developed.45 These images were made by God, not by people, for humans themselves were the image of God-living, breathing, thinking human beings. Because the "image of God" describes living human beings with spiritual and intellectual capacities and not carvings made of stone or wood, the description is essentially functional. When the LORD imparted his "breath of life,"46 he was sharing with people some of his nature, giving them the capacity to represent him on earth.47 They were then able to communicate with God, enjoy God, obey God, and serve God.48
This service of God is stated briefly in Genesis 2:15. Most translations of Genesis 2:15 say something like this: "the LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and take care of it." The usual in terpretation is that Adam was placed in the garden to work the ground.49 One immediate difficulty with this is that according to Genesis 3:23 the LORD drove man out of the garden "to work the ground from which he had been taken." How is this kind of work a part of the curse if it was what man was created to do in the first place? There are several things in the passage that lead us in a different direction."
Placed in the Garden
Genesis 2:15 begins with the simple report that God put the man in the garden. But the choice of verbs for "put" sets the tone for the interpretation of the line, for it is a different word than the one translated "put" in verse 8. There the word was sim, but here the verb used is from nuakh, "to rest," which in this passage has the sense of "set to rest." In biblical usage nuakh is often parallel to or equated with the main word for "to rest," shavat. For example, the Bible says that the disobedient Israelites were not permitted to enter into God's "rest" (m`nukhah, Ps. 95:11); so the book of Hebrews says there yet remains a Sabbath rest, a sabbatism6s. The noun "rest" (menukhah, s.v. nuakh) is also used in the description of the sanctuary of the LORD as his "resting place" (Ps. 132:14).
Serving in the Garden
To understand exactly what the humans were placed in the garden to do, we need to survey how the two verbs, "work" and "take care of," are used in the Pentateuch. The first verb, "to work, do the work, serve," is 'avad. As noted previously, it is used frequently for spiritual service, specifically serving the LORD (Dent. 4:19) and for the duties of the Levites (see Num. 3:7-8; 4:23-24, 26). Throughout Scripture the truly devout person is called "the servant of the LORD."
The other verb is shamar, also introduced earlier. It can be translated "keep, observe, watch, guard," but its religious use is that of observing spiritual duties or keeping the commands (Lev. 18:5). It also is used for the duty of the Levites to guard the tabernacle (cf. Num. 1:53; 3:7-8 and elsewhere for the expression "they shall keep the charge" [weshameru 'et- mishme ret]).
In places where these two verbs are found together, they often refer to the duties of the Levites (cf. Num. 3:7-8; 8:26;18:5-6),51 keeping the laws of God (especially in the sanctuary service) and offering spiritual service in the form of the sacrifices and all the related duties-serving the LORD, safeguarding his commands, and guarding the sanctuary from the intrusion of anything profane or evil.12
An important consideration in regard to Genesis 2:15 is that the pronouns (translated "it") on the two infinitives ("to work it and to take care of it") are feminine (le wddh u-leshomrah), but the word "garden," to which they would naturally refer, is a masculine noun.53 While this in itself might not be a major problem, it is another indication that something else may have been meant. Cassuto notes that in a number of places in the Pentateuch where parallel infinitive constructions occur, the form is spelled not with a feminine suffix attached but with an infinitive ending;" accordingly, if that was what had been originally intended here, the forms could be translated generally "for serving and for keeping."55 Therefore, as Wenham observes, if the garden was an archetype or pattern of the sanctuary, then humans were the archetypical Levites.56 Accordingly, Adam and Eve were created to serve the LORD, not the ground-they were like the priests who had the responsibility for the care of all the divine institutions in the sanctuary.57 The man by himself could not do all that God required, and so the woman was formed to be his fitting complement. The description of her as "helper," which has been so shamelessly trivialized, completes the preparation of the image of God and emphasizes an equal share in fulfilling God's will on earth, specifically, worshipping and serving the LORD, ruling and having dominion over the earth, and producing life-not just physical life but eternal and spiritual life.58
All the details of the text then indicate that God created human beings to serve him in a spiritual capacity.59 When they rebelled they were no longer able to do this as he had intended. Then the text uses the two key verbs with different connotations to reflect the change. The pair was expelled from the garden, now to "work (i.e., serve) the ground" (la ~avod in 3:23), and in their place the cherubs were stationed to "guard the way" (lishmor in 3:24) to the Tree of Life, for sinful humans could no longer have access to it.
The restoration to spiritual service could only come through the LORD's provision of a new beginning, through redemption. Thus, when God redeemed Israel and made them a kingdom of priests (Exod. 19:56), he was in essence re-making them as the functioning image of God on earth, for all who represent the LORD and do his will are fulfilling the design of the Creator.6' But this spiritual restoration was provided fully in Christ. In the fullness of time God sent forth his Son into the world. This Son, Jesus, was revealed as the image of the invisible God (Col. 1:15), the likeness of God (2 Cor. 4:4), and the express image of the Father (Heb. 1:3). Only believers in Jesus Christ, those who are "in Christ," can attain the likeness of God (Col. 3:10). And this they do as they are conformed to the image of the Son (Rom. 8:29) through the Word of God (2 Cor. 3:18). Therefore, it is through the redeeming work of Christ that people can now realize what it means to be a kingdom of priests (1 Peter 2:1-10); now they can worship and serve as they were intended to do.
Conclusion
The Garden of Eden was a sanctuary, the place where the people had access to the living God. And because God was there, every good and beautiful gift from God was also provided for their delight and benefit. In time Israel built a sanctuary and then a temple patterned after Paradise, not only to recall the memory of Paradise but also to rekindle the hope of glory in the Paradise to come. To remain in communion with this LORD of glory and enjoy his bounty, they simply had to serve him and obey his commands.
Thus it is in any sanctuary where the people of God gather for what they call a worship service. In their worship they should be reminded, either by the service or the surroundings, that they are entering into the presence of the Creator in a very special and spiritual way and that their place in his presence and their enjoyment of his provisions for life are available only through redemption. Their experience in worship should recall not only creation as they worship God the Creator but also redemption as they worship God the Savior. In this way they enter into communion with the saints of all ages awaiting the coming glory.
C H APT E R 5
The Perversion of Paradise
IF THE NARRATIVE ABOUT CREATION displays the wonders of Paradise where people had immediate access to the LORD God, the account of the expulsion of the sinners from that garden sanctuary reminds people that only through mediation can they draw near to the divine presence again. Genesis 3 begins with the interrogation of the woman by the tempter, which leads to death, and ends with the interrogation of the woman and the man by the LORD, which leads to life. But because of sin, all of life would now be different. And because of this, worship changed forever!
Here we see motifs that will become more pronounced in the biblical teachings about worship, for we are now dealing with the expulsion of sinners from the sanctuary and the gracious provision of their reconciliation to God. Now, in worship, that all has to be sorted out before worshippers can celebrate their covenant relationship with the holy LORD God. Here, then, is the message of the Bible in its primitive beginning. And this message has been preserved by the people of God in the drama of worship.
The Serpent in the Sanctuary
After the words of life from the LORD, there were the words of death from the Evil One. The tempter shrewdly came in disguise, in the form of a snake, a subordinate creature over which Adam and Eve were to have dominion. And the way of temptation was to question the clear Word of God. It made no difference that the man had heard the Word from the LORD himself-Satan was clever enough to pervert it and discredit the LORD so that the pair thought it in their best interests to defy the Almighty. And ever since that fateful day the household of faith has known that the Evil One is always ready to deceive people over what God said, so that they will embrace unrighteous deeds-often with pious intentions (cf. 2 Cor. 11:13-14). The sanctuary, then, is not a safe haven where temptation and sin do not exist.'
Understandably the text is not concerned with a mere snake. How could a reptile know God's Word better than people and so cleverly destroy it in their minds? No, there was an evil spirit present in Paradise, one whom Revelation 12:9 identifies as Satan.2 And ever since the beginning, the serpent has been associated with him as a reminder of the curse. It will remain that way until God renovates creation and renders the serpent and the Serpent harmless.'
One striking contrast with the biblical report comes from the Canaanite-Phoenician world. There was a mother goddess in the form of a serpent whose name, like Eve's, was connected to the word for "life," possibly meaning "life giving."' In the pagan world this serpent was worshipped as a mother goddess; but according to the Bible there was a woman who was the mother of all living-a human-who had been beguiled by the serpent, Satan in disguise. In the Bible the serpent was the agent of death, but in the Canaanite religion it was linked to fertility, the fertility ritual of the pagan "sacred marriage union," a ritual enactment of the sexual union of the gods, or of a god and a mortal. And in Mesopotamian traditions the sexual union of the gods took place in the sacred garden. Wallace connects this mother goddess of Phoenicia with Asherah in other Canaanite texts, because the gods are called the children of Asherah.6 In the confusion of goddesses, she became equated with the goddess Qudshu ("holy one"), who was usually represented naked, standing on the back of a horse and holding lotus blossoms and snakes in her hands. Thus, several ideas from the beginning had found their way into pagan traditions but in a decidedly different context with very different meanings.7
Genesis simply reports the details about the people, their nakedness, desire, the provision of children, and the continuation of life in the face of death. These features may surface in fertility themes in pagan myths, but in Genesis they have none of the trappings of those myths. The Bible preserves the historical event. Wallace suggests that the narratives in Genesis were written in such a way that they made direct allusions to the Canaanite-Phoenician goddess Asherah, and in doing so they made it clear that what the pagans believed was the reverse of the biblical faith. According to the Bible, with the Serpent came conflict and death, as well as pain and suffering for the mother of all living in her childbearing. The Serpent was and is destructive. And so when Genesis recorded the details of the Fall, it intended the motifs it emphasized from the event to have a strong polemical effect-to destroy Canaanite and Egyptian beliefs. In Canaan the serpent goddess was worshipped as the source of life and fertility, but the faithful Israelites knew that it was the archetypical unclean animal that represented the spirit of disobedience and produced death and defilement.8 In the world the serpent was a welcome part of sanctuary paraphernalia, but in Israelite memory the serpent was behind the expulsion of people from the garden sanctuary. And throughout Scripture the Evil One behind the serpent lurks behind all false worship, appealing to the baser instincts of mankind, ready to usher them into the realm of darkness. To regain access to the presence of God, where there is light and life, requires the complete reversal of all that the deceiver has wrought. The process of reversal began in the garden, but the struggle will not be complete until God makes everything new-after the final judgment.
The connection between the serpent and death appears frequently in Scripture. For example, in Numbers 21 we read how the murmuring Israelites were bitten by venomous snakes in the wilderness so that many of them died (v. 6). Moses made a bronze snake to represent the curse and put it up on a pole; those who by faith in the LORD'S instructions looked to this symbol of the plague escaped death (v. 9). God was nullifying death from the snakes by lifting up this representation of the curse.9 It is typical of human folly that the next we hear of the bronze snake is in 2 Kings 18:4.10 When Hezekiah purged idolatry from the nation, he not only tore out the Asherah poles but also cut up the bronze serpent because the people had begun burning incense to it. Apparently it had been kept by the priests and placed in the temple as a commemorative piece. It did not remain a commemorative symbol, however, but had become an object of false worship. This is typically the way that the abuse of worship symbols develops.
Another example of the perversion of Israel's faith occurred with the last-ditch effort of the king of Moab to destroy the Israelites (Num. 25:115). Balaam could not curse Israel, so he counseled the king that seduction to fornication would bring them to ruin. And it started to work, as the people indulged in sexual activity on the steppes of Moab. It all took place at Baal Peor, a center of Baalism, making it plausible that the sexual activity was linked to a sanctuary.11 Phinehas killed the most blatant violators so that the plague was stopped. But sexual activity associated with pagan idolatry became a snare to Israel. Jeroboam I allowed cultic prostitutes (called gedeshah) in the land and set up the Asherah poles (1 Kings 14:23-24). In spite of this corrupt influence on Israel's religious practices in the sanctuary, God would have none of it. The LORD God is one; he has no consort.12 He was not involved with any sexual union in the garden. All of this was a pagan projection of human activities into the realm of the gods. Those who embraced it were deceived by the Evil One just as much as the first humans. Satan has always tempted people to set God's Word aside so that they would be free to live in defiance of what God prohibited-even while claiming to worship the God they will not obey.
The witness of the Bible and the evidence from the pagan world clearly shows that Satan not only brought about the disobedience of Adam and Eve, but also set the pattern for the perversion of worship for all time. It remains a constant struggle for the faithful to avoid false worship practices that nullify God's Word and destroy communion with the Lord.
The Savior in the Garden
The tempter may have raised questions about the meaning of God's words, but the LORD simply asked if the Word was obeyed. For God the main issue was straightforward: "Did you eat from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?" And it is a similarly direct question that confronts every prospective worshipper who desires to draw near to God-"Did you keep my commandments?" This question, no matter how it is put, forms the necessary starting point of all worship ritual. And the proper response to the question, the acknowledgment "I have sinned; I have not kept your commandments," opens the way for the individual to find restored fellowship in the presence of the Lord. Thus, from the beginning we find perhaps the most fundamental element of worship in a fallen world-the acknowledgment of the need of reconciliation.
The sinners in the garden immediately heard the sound of the LORD God's presence, but it was a convicting sound. Thereafter in Israel the sanctuary became the place where the worshippers sensed the presence of the LORD; and it was in the sanctuary that the Word of the LORD most effectively uncovered their guilt and convinced them of their sin. As unforgiven sinners they could not participate freely in sanctuary worship (see Lev. 7:20-21; Ps. 51:16-17); but as confessing believers they would be restored to a proper relationship with God and be able to enter his courts once again.
This is the pattern in the history of worship. When people sin they forfeit access to the sanctuary, the place God chose to make his presence known, until the sin is dealt with.14 In Israel's understanding, to be excluded from the temple for any reason was a living death.15 Sinners had to confess that their disobedience separated them from God before they would be welcomed into his presence. Being separated from God because of sin was dangerous; it was only in God's presence that people found the provisions for life-there they could reenter "Eden" as it were, eat from the holy food and draw from the living water (Ps. 36:9-10) and find rest for their souls.
Therefore, the acknowledgment of sin brings reconciliation with God. When Adam and Eve admitted their sin, God replaced their temporary coverings with animal skins. By so doing he was revealing for all time the cost of sin-death. Later in the sanctuary the skins of animals from the sacrifices were to go to the priests (Exod. 28:41; 29:8; 40:14; Lev. 8:13). Clothing thus became a symbol of God's grace; on holy occasions the priests were to be appropriately clad in holy array (see again Exod. 20:26; 28:42), usually white linen to symbolize righteousness and purity before the LORD. No one could approach God unprepared; one had to be properly clothed to enter his courts to worship with the garments of holiness (see Pss. 110:3; 132:16). And in the world to come, we find the same symbolism, for John says that the saints will be clothed with white linens, that is, righteousness (cf. Rev. 19:7-8).
There is one final comparison between Genesis 3 and the later sanctuary-the cherubs. Even though Adam and Eve were clothed by the LORD, they could not return to the Tree of Life in the garden. At the entrance the LORD stationed these guarding angels with the flaming sword that flashed this way and that. In Israel's tabernacle and the later temple, symbolic representations of these creatures were everywhere to indicate that immediate access to the presence of God was restricted. On the curtain that separated the Holy of Holies from the Holy Place, large cherubs were embroidered (1 Kings 6:23-28). On the ceiling and walls of the tent were embroidered the cherubs, as a reminder that God's holy presence was guarded-that the people could not wander into his presence without mediation (Exod. 26:31; 1 Kings 6:29). And on the ark itself two cherubs were fashioned out of the gold to guard the throne of God (Exod. 25:18- 22).16 Even in the biblical revelations of glory, we find the cherubs present protecting the throne of God (cf. Ezek. 1:4-28).
Before sinful humans could again find access into the presence of God, there had to be a resolution to their dilemma. And in God's plan the sacrificial death of Jesus the Messiah, the divine Son of God, was exactly that-God's complete remedy for the race's complete ruin, what the ritual of Israel's worship had been anticipating for ages. The suffering of the Savior began in another garden, not Eden, but dark Gethsemane. And on the cross when Jesus tasted death for us all so that we all might have life, he opened the way of access to the Father. At that moment the veil in the temple with the embroidered cherubs on it was rent from top to bottom, symbolizing that those angels could step aside so that the people of God could approach the throne of grace with confidence.
The resurrection from the dead, the great sign of the completion of redemption, also took place in a garden. There the women met the risen Lord, first mistaking him for a gardener. But he was not the one who had been expelled from the garden to work the ground! He was the Lord of the whole earth, the King of Glory. Through his sacrificial death, he liberated us from sin and guilt and a miserable existence under the curse and restored us to a glorious life of worshipping and serving him.
And so worship in Christ now celebrates the glory of the new creation as well as the old creation; it glorifies the one who is the Redeemer as well as the Creator; and it finds in the garden sanctuary the pattern for worship and the symbolism for the spiritual life. And in his presence we find every provision for life and thus every reason to worship him.
Conclusion for Part 2
THERE IS NO GOING BACK TO the garden of Eden. Instead, the path of salvation is the path to glory, to the heavenly sanctuary of God, of which the earthly Paradise was a manifestation. It is a place of exquisite beauty and perfection, where light and life proceed from God undiminished and where angelic choirs surround the throne and sing praises to the Lord because he created everything by his will. Into this heavenly sanctuary the righteous will go, joining the angels in giving honor and glory and praise to the Creator-and the Redeemer. It is this place that Jesus called Paradise.
As we recall the past, we enter into the joy of the first humans' privileges, we appreciate their hope of glory, and we understand their failure. In every age people have had to reckon with these things, for we all were barred from the presence of God because of our sin and were unable to work our way back. But when we confessed our sin, believing his Word, we were restored to fellowship with God-albeit a mediated fellowship due to the continuing presence of sin in this life and the constant temptation of the Serpent. Therefore, the memory of Paradise is in part a painful memory because of what was lost, but it is also an inspiration to hope for things to come. The spiritual journey we are on means that as we identify with those who have gone before, we bring forward to our age the same hope of glory, where redemption will be complete and worship made perfect. If the memory of the past gives us a glimpse of the true Paradise, then our worship will be invigorated to lift us out of this world and into his presence, now in spirit, but at some glorious future day in complete reality.
P A R T 3
WORSHIP with PROCLAMATION
The Development of True Worship
in a Religious World
Introduction
IF WORSHIP IS INSPIRED BY THE revelation of the Lord of glory, then it will flower into a life-changing communion with the living God that will ultimately be made perfect in glory. But for the present it takes place in the world, which has always been a very religious place, though not in the truly spiritual sense. Christian worship may take place in the world, but it is not the same as the worship of the world! Most of the time it stands in stark contrast to the religious practices of the world.
True worship of the one true and living God must make its presence known if it is to offer people the opportunity to become part of the people of God who worship in spirit and in truth.' By making worship available in this way,3 God is offering the people of the world the only way to fulfill the deepest needs of their lives-needs that they have sought to fulfill through various religious and secular activities, activities that may be primitive or sophisticated, perverse or pure, confused or intelligent, but ineffectual nonetheless (e.g., Isa. 57:9-13). And by inviting people to become worshippers, God is also giving them an opportunity to participate in the transformation of the world. He is offering them a real future!'
By doing this, true worship also denounces pagan worship as a futile lie. If the worship of the world had been pleasing to God, there would have been no need for God to call people out of the world to form a holy nation. God simply could have dusted off one of the old pagan religions and made do with it as well as he could. No, pagan religions had become so defiled by the god of this world that the truth would not find a hearing in them. Instead, the LORD God set about to create a holy people who would worship in truth. He chose to reveal himself anew in a world that was loaded with ideas about gods; he chose to call people to start a new religion in a world that had scores of religions; and he chose to teach people how to worship in a world that thought it had worship down to an art, if not big business. Not surprisingly, from the outset people in the world saw this new worship as a threat because it uncovered the perversion and the vanity of their ways and called for exclusive allegiance to one sovereign, holy-but invisible-God.
Moreover, because pure worship celebrates a covenant made with the sovereign God of history, it anticipates the fulfillment of its promises at the end of the age. It proclaims not only the one true and living God but also his ultimate victory over all spiritual and physical forces. This aspect of the faith clearly trumpets the temporary nature of false worship, which from antiquity has been so preoccupied with securing the recurring cycle of life that it has provided no solution to the greater problems of life. It provided no way out of the struggle of life and death or of good and evil, only a continuation of these endless problems in the next life. But the true God has provided a way out, and true worship can therefore anticipate victory over evil and the resolution of life's problems in a whole new creation.
All of this means that the people of God must be able to distinguish true worship from the worship of the world. And this is not always easy to do because so many of the religious acts in pagan religions seem similar to, if not identical with, biblical acts of worship. One might be tempted to conclude, as many have, that they are simply different expressions of the same spiritual instincts and desires and therefore part of the truth, or in words that defy logic, another truth. But the difference is substantial-it is the difference between night and day, earth and heaven, a lie and the truth. It is for this reason that the proclamation of the truth is such an essential part of worship. Without it true worship would become hopelessly entangled with false worship (2 Cor. 6:14-18).
False worship was not a late development. From the very beginning of civilization, people began to worship what they perceived to be God or gods, and they quickly deteriorated into worshipping various creatures and forces instead of the Creator; as a result they engaged in all kinds of corrupt religious practices (see Rom. 1:21-32). But not everyone! God began to call out of the world a remnant of true worshippers (e.g., Gen. 4:26; 6:8-9), and with them he formed a covenant people who would be true worshippers and thereby begin to bring blessing to the world (Gen. 12:1-3). In the outward forms of their worship-sacrifices, burials, festivals and the like-there would not have been much to distinguish what the faithful were doing from what was going on in the pagan world, unless the difference was made clear.' Something had to be communicated.
While there are a number of ways that worship will be a proclamation to the world,6 the most immediate and effective way is through the spoken word. This is why early on God invested the worshipping community with priestly and prophetic gifts (Gen. 20:7; Exod. 19:6; 1 Peter 2:9; Jude 14-15). If the people of God remained faithful to their calling and worshipped in truth, their worship would be a proclamation of the truth; but if they failed and brought corruption into their worship, then they would only convey confusion to the world. The prophets of Israel had to address this again and again, and so the worshipping community was constantly being called to repentance and reformation.
C H APT E R 6
The Religious World in Antiquity
IN ORDER TO APPRECIATE THE development of true worship in the world and to be reminded of the continuing need for clear proclamation, we must understand the world in which it began. It often comes as a surprise to find that all the ancient civilizations had highly developed, wellorganized religious systems ages before Abraham came on the scene. But in spite of the outward similarities between those systems and Israel's, there were significant differences-differences that led the pagan religions to confusion and depravity in the name of worship. Because of such corruption in those polytheistic systems, the true faith had to come by divine revelation. And the content of this revelation had to be the regular and consistent proclamation of true worshippers, or their worship would soon be like the pagans' worship.
A Survey of Worship in the World
In Abram's Homeland
Ancient Sumer, the place from which Abram was called, was a complex religious state where people worshipped many gods that embodied the earth's forces governing life and fertility. Although there were city gods, the important gods were cosmic, responsible for the universe and its cycles and laws. One trilogy was made up of Anu (heaven), Enlil (air), and Enki (earth). Another was astral: Namar (moon), Utu (sun), and Inanna (Venus, also mother earth, fertility). These gods were given human forms, sexes, and families and differed from humans only in their immortality and power. Below them was a world of demons-good demons were protective; bad demons were restless spirits of the dead, dwelling in tombs, deserts, and darkness.
Temple priests had numerous functions, including making offerings, divining, anointing, and wailing; some were singers and poets, and some were eunuchs and temple prostitutes who participated in ritual acts. Priests trained in magical arts were involved in overcoming bad demons with incantations and curses, especially where they had brought illness and uncleanness. They also wanted to peer into the future and thought that they could manipulate the divine powers.
Sumerian worship called for the sacrifice of sheep, goats, oxen, swine, birds, fish, grain, flour, bread, cakes, dates, figs, oil, honey, milk, wine, beer, garments, perfume, and a number of other things. And it included a number of festivals, notably the New Year Festival that included the celebration of the holy marriage, theoretically (at least), between the king and the goddess (or a priestess). There seems to have been a procession to the temple with rejoicing, sacrifices of animals, singing of love songs, and the culmination of the marriage. It was all intended to determine the destiny of the king and the stability of the coming year. A banquet concluded the festival with music, ritual enactments, hymns, and prayers.
Their ritual was concerned with the annual cycle of life, and there was no real hope of a life that would supercede this painful earthly existence. They knew of life beyond the grave,' but that life too would continue to be dominated by the gods.
In the Major Centers in the East
For the world of the Babylonians and Assyrians, we have much more material available-but it portrays the same darkened confusion.' Once again we find the ancient gods of heaven, air, and earth, called Anu, Enlil and Ea (Enki), as well as the gods of the moon, sun, and Venus, now called Sin, Shamash, and Ishtar. There were also national gods, Marduk for Babylon, and Ashur for Assyria, and various other gods for crafts and guilds (such as Nabu for writing and wisdom) or smaller ethnic groups (Adad for the Amorites). There was no shortage of gods.
There was no shortage of demons either. People believed that demons were the cause of their ills and at death hovered over bodies that were not properly buried. Only priestly exorcism could drive them away. Divination was based on the belief that the gods set destiny and let people know of their plans through signs (cf. Ezek. 21:21). But since destiny was not completely "fixed," divination warned of impending disasters so that they might be avoided. As a by-product of this interest, observatories were built to chart the stars and eclipses'-and the beginnings of astronomy, mathematics, and geometry emerged.
The temple staff was large. The king headed the ritual, but apart from this there was no hierarchy. Guilds of priests worked incantations, while others appeased angry gods with music and preserved the secret knowledge. There were singers, craftsmen, observers (divination), askers, ecstatic prophets, and castrated priests. There were also ranks osf female personnel, such as the "temple prostitutes," "infertile ones," "consecrated ones," and others "belonging to Ishtar." Most of the time priests attended to the gods, dressing the images, serving them food, burning incense to appease them, and pouring out drink offerings before their statues. Temple ritual included blood sacrifice, but there is some uncertainty over the meaning of the blood.
Babylonian sanctuaries had the character of gardens and retained the step-tower structure (ziggurat). The temple on top was a dwelling place for the high god, whose presence was represented by an image. Only at the great festivals could common people take part in the ritual and see the image.
Certain days were unlucky, and on them people abstained from many activities. The days of the new moon and the full moon (15th), later called sapattu,6 were feast days, but the most important feast day was the New Year Festival (akitu), celebrated at the vernal equinox. It seems that the celebrations included a prayer to Marduk for mercy, making images, incantation at the rise of the constellation, reciting the Epic of Creation, purification of the temple, removal of the king's insignia to be laid before Marduk, striking the king, his negative confession, a blessing from the priest, and the restoration of kingship. There is also some reference to a procession, perhaps a cultic drama of Marduk's victory, or a sacred wedding.
Apart from such festivals, however, common religious life seems rather gloomy, and nothing better was promised for the next life. At death there was no recompense of good or evil, only the place of the dead enveloped in darkness below the earth. People still alive on earth could alleviate the sufferings of the dead through ritual, but if they forgot or if they did not bury the dead, then the dead would return in the form of demons and trouble them.
In the Land Promised to Abram
The religious ideas and practices Abram met when he arrived in Canaan probably seemed far more base than what he knew in the East.7 Canaanite religion was also a naturalistic polytheism; but as a system it often defies logic in that the functions, identities, and sexes of the gods seem to change. It contains elements of crudity, such as snake worship, male and female cultic prostitution, and child sacrifice, and at the same time some fairly sophisticated religious ideas.
In the pantheon El ("god") was supreme, although his position was later usurped by Baal ("lord"). Asherah was the wife of El (Asherah also refers to the pole used in fertility rituals). Baal was the cosmic force, the storm god as well as the god of vegetation (equal to Hadad, the Syrian equivalent of the Assyrian Adad). Astarte, his wife, was equal to Ishtar. Anat also was the wife of Baal and also called his sister. But from the existing texts it is difficult to piece together a cohesive interpretation.
Canaanite temples were built with several rooms, the idol occupying the innermost "holy" chamber. Open-air sanctuaries were often established near trees,' springs of water, or rivers. The use of high places was common; in fact, temples were usually built on the tops of mounds or hills, even within the cities. Baal's temple was said to be on Mount Zaphon in the north. But essentially, sacred standing stones, an altar, and a small enclosure were sufficient for a shrine.
There was a hierarchy of priests-high priests, ministering priests, sanctuary keepers, singers, male and female holy ones (prostitutes probably), craftsmen, and diviners. The priests offered sacrifices, animal, vegetable, and even human. Several of the names for sacrifices also appear in Leviticus-votive, peace, guilt, and whole burnt offerings, but there is no indication that any were for atonement.
Sacred prostitution apparently was common because the ritual was a fertility cult, designed to ensure fertility in the fields, flocks, and families through sympathetic magic. Some of the texts portray rather graphic rituals, with profane and even animalistic descriptions, included in Baal's function of propagating life.
The myths appear to describe a cosmic struggle between the gods, perhaps to be reenacted in the ritual. In the autumn Baal was killed by Mot ("death") and taken to the netherworld and guarded by Prince Yam ("sea") and Judge Nahar ("river"). As a result, death-winter-came to the earth. In the spring the goddess Anat descended to rescue Baal, hacking her way through defenders, wading through gore up to her hips. She brought him back to the earth, and they ascended the sacred mountain and held a feast that was filled with debauchery.' With this ascendancy of Baal, springtime fertility returned. The Canaanites probably explained the cycle of life on earth with such seasonal dramas and hoped they would ensure the cycle for another year. Therefore, there was no conception of a final victory." They believed in life after death, but the archaeological finds in tombs speak more of the continuation of life than the translation to a glorious existence.
In the Land of Bondage
In Egypt the families from Abraham would have found a dark and sometimes grotesque religious world. Egypt's religious activities were very complex-an endless multiplicity of forms that are often obscure and contradictory. The earliest stages have deities in the forms of animals-oxen, sheep, dogs, cats, birds, serpents, crocodiles, and the like. Then gradually human images were made, but often with animal heads. For example, Horns was a human with a falcon head; Hathor had a cow's body and a woman's head. Thereafter gods with complete human forms appear.
Egypt also had cosmic deities. The earth was in the shape of a dish, floating on the water. It had a fertile valley at the center with mountains at each end, and the Nile gushing through at points in the valley. Above was the air. But all these parts were also divinities: earth was Geb, a god lying down; heaven was Nut, an arched goddess (or cow) over the earth; air was Shu, who holds up the sky; the sun was Re, who traverses the sky, leaving Thoth, the moon, in charge. In the myth the serpent lies in waiting at the setting of Re (the sun), and after a bloody struggle Re prevails (for another day). Wilson writes:
For example, we should want to know in our picture whether the sky was supported on posts or was held up by a god; the Egyptian would answer, "Yes, it is supported by posts or held up by a god or it rests on walls, or it is a cow, or it is a goddess whose arms and feet touch the earth."11
The myths of the gods unfolded like human dramas. Osiris was the god of agriculture, and Isis was his wife. Set was jealous and killed Osiris. Isis then pleaded for him, and Horus, their son, avenged Osiris by killing Set. Of course, all of this was symbolic to the devotees. But even so, it stood in sharp contrast to a faith in one true and sovereign God.
The temple was the dwelling place of the god and the home of the priesthood. It had inner chambers for the statues of the god and outer areas for all the guilds of priests, the readers, purifiers, sacrificers, prophets, musicians, singers, concubines, and the like. The temple was the center of cultural life, especially for the scribes, who gathered to interpret, compose, and copy texts in their "holy writing" (hieroglyphics).
The priests, by and large, were the educated elite. They were led by a primate, at least in the later periods (about 1500 B.C.), who was the first prophet of Amon. The priests organized the pantheon and the laws of the universe, and they also warded off evils by curses and spells. In their regular task of ordering ritual ceremony, they would purify themselves and then enter the temple, breaking the seal of the holy place so that they could stand before the god, pray to it, wash it, clothe it, and burn its meal before withdrawing and sealing the place again.
There were also agricultural festivals to celebrate the fertility of the earth. Herodotus, in The Histories (2.60), described people on boats, women shaking rattles and men playing flutes, others singing and clapping. At their destination they offered sacrifices and celebrated with more wine than they drank all year. The festivals often included sacred drama in which devotees enacted episodes of the myth of Osiris and Set.
The many funerary temples in Egypt indicate how much the next life occupied their thoughts. That future life did not simply continue this life; it promised a definite resolution that included retribution for the deeds of this life. After death one stood before Osiris to give the negative confession ("I have not. . ."). The heart was then weighed: if it was sinless (lighter than a feather), the person entered the region beyond; but if guilty (heavier), the person was given over to forty-two judges, whose names said it all-"breaker of bones," "devourer of entrails," and the like. Egypt's belief in the next life left a lasting witness with the pyramids and tombs-the rulers and nobles spent their lives preparing them and preparing for them.
A Comparison with Israel's Worship
All the evidence indicates that from the beginning people began to worship all kinds of forces and creatures other than the true LORD God, and over time they gradually developed what they must have thought were the higher religions-organized, elaborate, and meaningful. But they were grotesquely human, confusing, and corrupting. There was very little in them that was uplifting, transcendent, or glorious.
How are we to account for such elaborate and highly developed religious systems centuries before the Israelites were instructed in their faith and worship? Many scholars argue that Israel simply borrowed ideas from their pagan neighbors, cleaned them up for their newfound monotheism (which was also borrowed from Egypt), and then attempted to conceal their origin by attributing it all to direct revelation. There is, of course, no evidence for this. In fact, the theory runs contrary to the biblical witness that every time Israel borrowed religious ideas from her pagan neighbors it led them away from monotheism and toward the corruption of idolatry, never away from polytheism to a purer form of worship. But even more critically, it is hard to accept a theory that says that the whole religious system of Israel was simply borrowed from the pagan world and then artificially credited to God's revelation at Mount Sinai. Such a theory not only destroys the idea of revelation, attributing deception to the formation of the faith, but it also makes the true faith pagan in origin, invented for the most part by humans, and thus of no greater value than the false religions.
And yet, there are undeniable parallels between the patterns and practices of worship in Israel and those of the ancient Near East. One may conclude that when God revealed his plan for the worship of Israel, he chose to use a number of existing forms that the people would readily understand. God took old wineskins, as it were, and put new wine in them. But if the form and contents of Israel's sanctuary worship were to be patterned after the heavenly scene, as Exodus 25:8-9 says, and they still matched pagan forms, one must conclude that a certain amount of truth, or at least a proper instinct for religious matters, existed in the pagan systems prior to Sinai.
The most plausible way to explain the similarities is to attribute both to a common origin. In other words, the earliest descendants of Adam somehow had a basic understanding of and religious instincts for the setting and structures of worship as it was made known in the garden in the beginning; but as this memory was handed down from generation to generation, it changed dramatically to include an unlimited number of gods and goddesses that were all too human and a disturbing array of corrupting human activities. And yet the basic ideas of sanctuaries where the deity dwelt, seasonal rites of worship, sacrifices that were offered to the deity, and priestly attendants who served in the sanctuaries and organized ritual that included prayers, hymns, praises, and other forms stayed pretty much at the center of the religious systems.
The literature of the ancient Near East offers no explanation of the origin of sacrificial worship. But in the Bible we have some hints. Genesis 2 and 3 describe a garden sanctuary where God dwelt but where sinners could not dwell. Genesis 4 tells how Cain and Abel brought sacrifices in the appropriate season and how people began early on to proclaim the name of Yahweh, which at the least is an indication of organized worship. Genesis 6 tells of a corruption on earth by the "sons of God," which appears to be a polemic against the pagans' fertility customs. Then the book records Noah's sacrifice after the flood (Gen. 8), a ritual soon perverted in the pagans' telling of the story. Then the narrative jumps to the building of Babel and its tower to heaven (Gen. 11), the forerunner of the ziggurat. The biblical text clearly has a different concern than tracing the development of religions, but in the process of tracing what actually happened to God's creation, it reveals the events and beliefs that are behind those religious practices. A comparison of what the Bible does include with what we know of those ancient religions is sufficient to say there was a common origin. But as the apostle Paul says, although the ancients knew God, they chose not to glorify him and so exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles (Rom. 1:21-23). It is still true that sinful humans prefer to construct their own religious systems rather than accept divine revelation.
The similarities also probably reflect a common human instinct for religious observances and practices, which are often an extension of human life in general-eating, drinking, living in houses, marrying. Many of the religious instincts of the pagans were valid-approaching the deity with a gift, having a special place where the deity could be found, or thanking the deity for the provision of rain and the harvests that resulted, to name a few. But in time their instincts seem to have influenced the religions to become too human, and the ritual became manipulative. Thus the differences between those religions and Israel's were far greater than the similarities.
The Bible also indicates that there was some kind of supernatural influence in the pagan world as well. The biblical writers did not hesitate to identify evil spiritual forces behind pagan kings and pagan ideas (cf. Ezek. 28:11-19; Dan. 10:13; 2 Cor. 6:14-18; 11:14; 1 Tim. 4:1; Rev. 9:20). We really cannot know just how evil forces have worked at this level, but we do have a few passages that hint at the connection. The book of Revelation tells us that idolatrous people worship demons or fallen angels (9:20) or possibly Satan himself, who can masquerade as an angel of light (2 Cor. 11:14). Much of this, of course, is shrouded in mystery, but the spirit of deception, appearing early in the garden, no doubt resided in the pagan shrines.
Something new and profound would have to be developed if true, spiritual worship was to exist in the world, and it would have to proclaim its new and unique ideas to the world if the knowledge of the true God was to be preserved in the earth.
C H APT E R 7
The Worship of the LORD in the Life of Abraham
Abraham's Faith
God's Revelation
When God called Abraham (Gen. 11:27-12:9; 15:7; Acts 7:2-4), Abraham's family was living in a major religious center and had a history of worshipping other gods (Josh. 24:2).' So Abraham would have known the religious traditions about Creation, the Flood, the longevity of famous ancestors, and the confusion of languages, as well as the practices common to most religions. These things had all been corrupted by pagan ideas to be sure, but people still knew that there were supernatural beings that controlled destiny, that there was life after death, that people were to serve the god(s), and that sacrifice, prayer, and even chanted hymns were the natural aspects of worship. The point is that a religious framework was in place; all that was missing was the truth, and that came to Abraham by divine revelation.
That revelation from God made Abraham realize that there is only one sovereign God, and therefore only one way to worship. Accordingly, God called him to leave his old way of life and introduce the true faith to the world. The poetic form of his call emphasizes these two commands and their purposes: "Go ... (in order that) I may make you into a great nation, and bless you, and make your name great; and be (so that you my be) a blessing. And then I will bless those who bless you, but the one who treats you lightly I must curse, and all the families on earth will be blessed through you."'
Abraham obeyed the command of God and went (Gen. 12:4). Because he believed the word of the LORD (Heb. 11:8; Gen. 15:6), he left Ur for Canaan; and because he became a faithful believer in the sovereign God Yahweh, his worship was pleasing to God. It was true worship.
Abraham's Belief
Before considering how Abraham obeyed the command to be a blessing, it will be helpful to reconstruct what Abraham believed, because his faith found expression in the way he worshipped. The narratives in Genesis give us this information.
Yahweh Was the Living God
He believed that Yahweh was the living God in a way the pagan world could not imagine. Not only did Yahweh speak (Gen. 12:1; cf. 13:14; 15:4; 16:8-9; 21:12), but he also actually appeared (Gen. 12:7; cf. 15:1 [in a vision]; 18:1; 20:3 [in a dream to Abimelech]). He was truly alive.
Yahweh Was the Sovereign God
He believed that Yahweh was the sovereign God. Abraham came to realize more and more the greatness of Yahweh, the Most High God; he was the Creator of heaven and earth (14:22), he provided water for them in wilderness places (16:7; 21:19), he controlled plagues (12:17), he could give the land to whomever he wished (13:15), he raised up nations and appointed kings (17:6), he judged nations (13:13; 15:14, 16; 18-19), and he protected his covenant (20:6) and his covenant people (15:1). In short, Yahweh could provide life (17:16)-and he could take it away (18:23).
Yahweh Was the Righteous Judge
He believed that Yahweh was the righteous judge of the whole earth (18:25) who decreed blessings or curses in response to the way people acted. He was just in his decisions (15:16; 18:25) because he was able to discern the heart (18:13, 15). He would even spare the wicked for the sake of the righteous (18:26), even though the punishment for sin was death (20:3, 7).
Yahweh Was the Gracious God
He believed that Yahweh was a gracious God. By grace God called Abraham out of pagan darkness and promised to bless him and his descendants (12:1-3; 15:4-7; 22:17). When he heard the cries of people in trouble (16:11; 21:17), he graciously met their needs (16:13). But most importantly, it was by grace that he credited Abraham with righteousness (Gen. 15:6; cf. Rom. 4:1-5, 16). Abraham knew that the covenant itself was a work of grace throughout (Gen. 15:7-21; 17:7-8). Abraham also witnessed God's grace in rescuing Lot (19:16) and his loving-kindness in leading the servant to find a wife for Isaac (24:7, 21, 27; see also 12:7).
Yahweh Was the Faithful God
He believed that Yahweh was faithful in keeping his promises, first by the confirming appearance (12:7), and then by fulfilling the promise of a son (21:1-7). God was faithful also in preserving Lot in accordance with his word to Abraham (19:29), as well as in providing a sacrifice on Moriah (22:8).
What Abraham believed about God determined what he believed about people as well. He knew from the outset that people needed the LORD for blessing and protection, because they were frail and sinful-mortal, and not divine (18:27). He recognized that besides the "righteous" there were the "ungodly" (18:23), the people of the world who would receive God's judgment (chap. 19). And although people who feared the LORD were determined to obey him (20:11), even they would fail (chaps. 12; 20). But they, the "righteous," were called to be a blessing to the world (12:1-3), and so they were to be perfect (17:1), to keep the sign of the covenant (17:9), to protect the covenant (15:7-11), and to maintain righteousness so that they could fulfill their mission to the world (18:19).
When we gather the data from these passages, it becomes clear that Abraham knew and believed a good deal more than people often think.' So from the start he would have been able to proclaim in his worship the nature of the true and living God, the sovereign, righteous, gracious, and faithful Yahweh. His worship might have appeared to the pagans to be similar to their worship-but not if they listened to what he had to say.
Abraham's Sacrificial Worship
God's revelation prompted Abraham's obedience, and that obedience was frequently demonstrated by the way he worshipped. That worship was the primary means through which Abraham would obey the command to be a blessing. His worship centered on sacrifice, but that sacrifice had to be properly explained if the world was to understand. This began immediately when Yahweh appeared to Abraham in the land of Canaan, and Abraham responded by building an altar (12:7), a practice that would be repeated throughout his life (12:8; 13:18; 22:9). There is no mention of a "sacrifice," per se, but we may assume that one was made on the altar,' for it would be expected that a sacrifice would be made on an altar (see Gen. 22:7).
Since sacrifice was an essential part of worship throughout the ancient world, it was the proper thing for Abraham to do to show gratitude and devotion to his God. But what exactly did those ancient sacrifices mean to him? The narratives leading up to the story of Abraham establish for us the basic principles about sacrificial worship, and they provide the background for Abraham's worship.
Background of Sacrifice
The Offerings of Cain and Abel
Worship is the setting for Cain's murder of Abel in Genesis 4, as startling as that may sound. Accordingly, the chapter has a lot to say about worship, but our primary interest here is with the sacrifices themselves.'
As the story begins, we are told literally that "at the end of days" Cain and Abel brought from their respective occupations gifts for the LORD. They apparently had been told that there was a God who made all things and who gave them life and that they needed to give him some token of their gratitude. The most natural way to do this was to bring a gift.
Here is the first principle of sacrificial worship: people with a living faith make it their desire to please God. They come before God with their gifts, not because it is a duty to perform or because they think that God needs it, but because they know that they need God and need to acknowledge that he is the source of all life and goodness. It is not so much what they give, but how they give themselves in worship, for the proper attitude in offering anything to God must be one of submission to the Lord.
The Sacrifice of Noah
We also read how after the Flood Noah built an altar to the LORD and offered burnt offerings (Gen. 8:20-21). When God smelled the sweet aroma, he promised never again to curse the earth in this way but to ensure that life in its seasons would continue.' Because God had spared his family from the Flood and given them the opportunity to start life all over again, Noah knew that it was right to bring a gift to the LORD as an expression of gratitude and submission to God. This was the only appropriate response to God's grace and power. After all, God had revealed and fulfilled his plan to preserve righteousness in the world by destroying wickedness and by saving some and establishing them as a new creation.
Abraham's Sacrifices
When Abraham built his altar to Yahweh (Gen. 12:7), it was no perfunctory religious act. Not only was it the spontaneous response of a heart of faith to an amazing revelation from God, but it was also a sincere act of worship, proclaiming gratitude to the one who had called him, devotion to the one who was now his God, and submission to the plan of the one who would bring blessing to the world. Worshipping God in this way was the most natural thing for Abraham to do because his heart was filled with joy and hope. And for all who witnessed it, the significance was not lost.
But would Abraham still show his submission to God in this way when the joy and the hope were threatened? Would he still surrender to God with a sacrifice if God asked him to surrender his dearest possession as the sacrifice, his only beloved son? And so in time God tested Abraham (Gen. 22:1).
The command was hard and painful. It called for Abraham to offer to God the very gift God had given him, the gift that had caused him so much joy and that had provided him with so much hope for the future. But there was no other way for Abraham to show his complete submission to Yahweh. By surrendering his beloved son to God, he would be complying with the divine will and acknowledging that Isaac belonged to God and not to him.
Of course, the act never came about-except in Abraham's heart as he raised the knife to slay his son, and in this sense the sacrifice was made. Abraham offered himself at the altar, his own will, his own desires, his own affections.' When this real victim had been slain, there was no reason to harm the boy. The ram that the LORD provided would be all that was needed now for the symbolic expression of Abraham's submission. Abraham learned that a pleasing sacrifice begins with the offering up of oneself. In that central act of sacrifice, the LORD God makes the worshipper like himself, for in the divine plan God would provide his own Son to be the sacrifice for us (Rom. 8:32).
It is no surprise that this chapter became a significant one for Israelite sacrificial worship. The Israelites knew that God had instructed them also to come to Mount Moriah, the temple mount according to the Chronicler, and offer their sacrifices there (2 Chron. 3:1). The faithful understood that the animal was merely a substitute, that they were surrendering themselves to God. And as they expressed their gratitude to God in this way, they would recall the motto: "In the mountain of Yahweh it will be provided"10 (Gen. 22:14). They would also preserve the name to commemorate this truth: Yahweh Yir'eh ("the LORD will provide"). The Israelites went regularly to the holy mount, believing that God would provide all their needs. But they had to make their sacrifices first-their surrender had to precede his provision. That is the way faith works. When they made their sacrifices, they were not only expressing their gratitude, devotion, and surrender, but they were also expressing their faith that he would continue to provide. In much the same way, Jesus later would teach that to gain your life you must be willing to lose it. This is the essence of sacrificial worship-otherwise it is not sacrificial.
Abraham's Proclamation at the Altar
Proclaiming the Name of "Yahweh"
If Abraham was going to be a blessing to others, he would have to proclaim his faith to the world around him. Acts of worship are a form of proclamation only if they are understood. Accordingly, if Abraham's sacrifices had not been publicly identified with the person of Yahweh, they would have easily been identified by the people in the land as Canaanite.
Therefore, when Abraham built his altar to the LORD "he made proclamation of Yahweh by name" (Gen. 12:8; cf. 13:4; 21:33; 26:25). Since most English Bibles translate the Hebrew clause (wayyigrd' beshem Yahweh ('adondy]) as "and he called on the name of the LORD," it is necessary to offer some clarification.
One standard Hebrew dictionary says the expression means using the name Yahweh in public worship." But since the verb used (gara') has a number of possible meanings ("call, call out, cry out, proclaim, read aloud, name, or summon"), English translations have to decide which is meant here. The most common view is to interpret it as referring to invocation or prayer, representing worship in general.12
If it refers to invocation, the interpretation would have to be adjusted a bit because "the name of Yahweh" normally refers to the divine attri butes of Yahweh. "Yahweh" is the actual name; the "name" means the character or nature of Yahweh. So in passages where the expression is used for invocation, it would have the interpretive sense of "call on the basis of the nature of Yahweh" (cf. 1 Kings 18:24; 2 Kings 5:11-the first passage referring to the prophet's calling on God to answer with fire and the latter to calling on God to heal the visiting leper [cf. Isa. 64:7; Zeph. 3:9; Zech. 13:9]).
A number of biblical scholars, ancient and modern, have interpreted the expression in Genesis to refer to proclamation at the altar rather than invocation (see also Ps. 105:1).
In support of the idea of proclamation for this expression, we have a very clear usage in Exodus 33:19 and 34:5-8. The latter passage says literally:
Then Yahweh came down in the cloud and stood there with him and made proclamation of Yahweh by name [wayyigrd' b'shem Yahweh]." And Yahweh passed in front of him and made proclamation [wayyigrd'], "Yahweh, Yahweh, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in loyal love and faithfulness, maintaining loyal love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin; and yet by no means will he leave the guilty unpunished, visiting14 the sins of the fathers upon the children and upon the children's children to the third and fourth generation." Moses bowed to the ground at once and worshipped.
This passage says that Yahweh himself came down to meet with Moses on the mountain, and as Yahweh passed by he "made proclamation of Yahweh by name"-the exact same Hebrew clause that we have in Genesis 12:8. But with Yahweh as the subject of the verb, proclamation is clearly what is intended and not prayer. What is most helpful is that the content of the proclamation is recorded for us in the text-it is the clear proclamation of the nature or the attributes of Yahweh.15 This proclamation came after the Israelites had rebelled with the worship of the golden calf. Before renewing the covenant with them, Yahweh had to proclaim the kind of God he is. Moses fell down on his face in worship in response to the revelation. As Durham explains, the declaration of the nature of Yahweh makes it clear how bad their rebellion was and what the next step had to be-renewal of the covenant.16
It is most likely that the sense of the clause as it is used in Exodus 34 is the same sense to be understood in the other uses in Genesis. Whatever else Abraham said in the worship at the altar, there was a similar proclamation about the nature of Yahweh. Such a proclamation of Yahweh as the one true and living God, revealed in his moral perfections, his absolute power and sovereignty, and his compassion and faithfulness, would be absolutely necessary to preserve the faith amid the confusion of pagan beliefs.
Earlier in Genesis 4:26 a slightly different form of the same expression is used to say that after the birth of Enosh "people began to make proclamation of Yahweh by name." That brief comment makes the observation that in the midst of and probably in contrast to all the advances of secular culture, there was the beginning of organized worship by devout people as a witness to the LORD. Von Rad says the verse claims that Yahweh worship was the primeval religion of mankind in general." At least the verse is stating that faith in Yahweh took on a form of worship characterized by the proclamation of the nature of Yahweh as the true God. This was new in the biblical records, for before this there were only individual acts of worship. Now with civilization developing there was worship with proclamation. It is worship in, but against, the world. Franz Delitzsch says, "Then began the formal and solemn worship of God, the proclaiming (preaching) Church, hence the Church form of confessing the God of sal- vation."19 In view of the emphasis in the clause on "the name of Yahweh," meaning his nature, it would be hard to see how even an invocation could not have with it in some sense this idea of proclamation, perhaps not as strongly as "preached," but proclamation nonetheless.20 H. C. Leupold observes that sacrifice made together with public invocation of Yahweh's name is "an act which could hardly be performed without proclaiming the works and character of Yahweh."21
Therefore, from the place of sacrifice22 there issued forth the proclamation about the living God. When Abraham sacrificed to Yahweh, he proclaimed to all around him the nature of his God-who he was, what he was like, what he had done, and what he had promised. Such a clear proclamation would have prevented his sacrifice from becoming an empty or superstitious ritual, or from being misinterpreted as a Canaanite or pagan rite.23 This sacrifice was different from their sacrifices: it was made to Yahweh to celebrate a personal relationship with the living God.
The idea of Abraham's proclaiming his faith at the altar should not be surprising. Later, God said that Abraham was to have the responsibility of teaching righteousness to the nation (Gen. 18:19). And in a revelation to a pagan king, God designated Abraham as a prophet (Gen. 20:7). In that sense Abraham stood in a tradition that was already ancient, for the book of Jude (vv. 14-15) tells us that Enoch, the seventh from Adam, prophesied of the coming of the Lord with the angels to bring judgment on the earth. And Peter tells us that Noah was a preacher of righteousness (2 Peter 2:5).
Therefore, beginning with Genesis 4:26 and continuing through the history of the faith, true believers have proclaimed their faith to the world through their worship. With the call of Abraham to begin the covenant program of bringing blessing to the world, that proclamation became clearer, richer, and more powerful. And as we shall see, proclamation has ever since been an integral part of worship. Now in the worship of the new covenant the preaching of Christ crucified is the necessary correlative to celebrating Holy Communion. Whenever proclamation has been lost to worship, worship loses its way and becomes empty ritual. Both the drama of the ritual and the interpretation by the proclamation are necessary for the full worship of God. The Word gives the ritual meaning, and the ritual gives visible form to the Word.
The Knowledge of "Yahweh"
First, since Moses needed to convince the elders that the God of their fathers had sent him to them, a new, previously unknown name, would not do. Second, when Moses asked what name he should give the people, God did not answer with the revelation of a new name Yahweh but with an explanation of that name. To understand "I am that I am" ('ehyeh 'asher 'ehyeh [Exod. 3:14]) the elders would have to have known the name Yahweh, for the explanation uses the first person singular form of the verb, and the name is the third person ("he is"). By using this play on the name, God was giving Moses the significance of the name for the immediate situation." Moses did not need a new revelation but proof that he had met with Yahweh their God. Third, if the ancestors never knew the name Yahweh, then they had worshipped a no-name God, which is most unlikely. And fourth, there is evidence from the pre-Mosaic traditions that they knew and used the name Yahweh21 in addition to other designations for God, including "God Most High," "Almighty God," and "Lord." For example, Abraham named the place of the sacrifice of Isaac: Yahweh Yir'eh, "Yahweh will provide" (Gen. 22:14). The text records a straightforward report that he named the place using "Yahweh"
Also, in passages that record God's self-revelation, we find the name: "I am Yahweh who brought you out from the Ur of the Chaldees" (Gen. 15:7). If Abraham never knew the name, then this sentence was artificially included to explain that the God who made a covenant with Abraham was in fact Yahweh who made a covenant with Israel.
It is more likely that the name was used in the patriarchal period as many have acknowledged. Decades ago Ryle wrote that the writer of Genesis 4:26 taught that a form of the name Yahweh was known to historic antiquity.28 Von Rad concluded that the "Yahweh cult" had roots that went back much farther than Moses, that Yahweh worship was the original worship.29 And Gunkel said that the name was known in the earlier communities but not understood in its full sense.30
The interpretation of Exodus 6:2-3, then, must hang on the meaning of the verb "to know." The text is probably making a distinction between earlier awareness of the name and later understanding of it. Benno Jacob paraphrases the verse this way: "I am Yahweh even though I have not allowed myself to be experienced by this attribute."31 But that experience was about to take place through the deliverance by Moses. Jacob goes into detail to show that God "appeared" to the patriarchs as 'El Shadday because the covenant was still in promise form. The speeches of promise were introduced with "I am 'El Shadday" (17:1; 28:3; 35:11; 48:3) to show that God's power was behind the promises.32 Now that the promises were going to be fulfilled with Moses, God would start using the personal, covenant name in his self-disclosure: "I am Yahweh."33 The holy name with its fresh interpretation meant that God would now be with them in an even greater way, redeeming them from bondage and making them into a great nation.
In fact, God promised that when he redeemed the people, they would "know" (i.e., experience what it means) that he is Yahweh (Exod. 6:7). Knowing the name means experiencing the fulfillment of the promises. In Isaiah 52:6, Yahweh promised that when he delivered the Israelites from the Babylonian captivity, they would "know" his name. No one would claim that exilic Jews were ignorant of the name Yahweh. It means that when they were set free in accordance with the promise, they would truly know the meaning of the covenant name.
Therefore, when the ancestors made proclamation of Yahweh by name, they used the personal name to identify their God and rehearsed the characteristics of this God who had revealed himself to them. But they lived in the time of the promises. As the years passed there was so much more to proclaim because of all that Yahweh revealed through word and deed. And this is the way it has continued throughout the history of the faith. By the time of the fulfillment of the promises in Christ Jesus, the proclamation of the name of the LORD became rich beyond measure-yet without leaving the basic truths that were known from the beginning.
The same development could be illustrated from the Gospels. The disciples certainly knew the name "Jesus"; but after his death and resurrection, they truly came to know him and what that name meant.
Other Worshipful Acts That Proclaim the Faith
Solemn Oaths
One clear public declaration of Abraham's faith came in the ritual of making oaths in the presence of people who served other gods. He solemnized his oath before the king of Sodom by invoking the name Yahweh as the Most High God (Gen. 14:22). Later, in his dealings with the king of Gerar, he also swore an oath (21:23-24). And then, as he sent his servant to find a wife for his son, he had the servant swear as well (24:3, 9). Using such oaths proclaimed the sovereignty of the LORD, because people swore by the highest power they knew. Those who witnessed these oaths realized that Abraham was swearing by all that was sacred to him.
Tithes
Intercessory Prayer
Two of the most significant prayers of Abraham were intercessions. He first prayed for the LORD to spare the righteous people of Sodom (Gen. 18:16-33) from the judgment, and then he prayed for Abimelech and his household to be restored to health and vigor (20:7, 17). By his intercession others could see that his God Yahweh was not just a tribal deity but was sovereign over all the people of the world and that faith in him could change their circumstances.
And this devout expression of worship was passed on to Abraham's servant. Following his master's instructions on how to trust the LORD for a successful mission to find Isaac a bride (24:12), he prayed for and received divine guidance. But most significantly when his mission was successful, he insisted on publicly declaring the faithful love of the LORD before receiving any hospitality. His devout faith was transformed into public proclamation.
The Rite of Circumcision
When God made circumcision the sign of the covenant, he was establishing a regular ritual for the nation of Israel. Covenant signs were meant to proclaim the nature of the covenant and remind the participants of their obligations. Circumcision was a sign that the Israelites were set apart to the LORD as members of a covenant (Gen. 17:10, 24-27; 21:4), reminding them of the standard of holiness and purity in the family. In time the circumcision ritual became an integral part of the life of the worshipping community, who would hear the covenant proclaimed and see it sealed with the sign. In the New Testament the sign of the new covenant is the cup of Holy Communion-as often as Christians drink it they proclaim the essence of the covenant, the saving death of Christ.
Commemorative Thanksgiving
Abraham frequently responded to the LORD with gratitude and adoration, falling on his face before him (cf. Gen. 17:3), or bowing to the ground (18:2), or rejoicing in his provisions (21:1-7). But one of Abraham's most significant thanksgivings took the form of the commemorative naming of "Yahweh Yir'eh" (22:14). Such namings were a sure way of keeping the name of Yahweh before the eyes of the world. With this proclamation a saying grew up that perpetuated the link between the name and Israel's worship on the temple mount.
Burial with Faith
When it came time for Abraham to bury his wife, he chose to do it in a way that would perpetuate the faith. He bought a cave from the people who were living in the land (Gen. 23). Abraham was making it clear that no longer would his dead "be gathered to their ancestors" back in Padan Aram-the future was here, in the land that the LORD had sworn to give him and his descendants. This was a significant expression of his faith in the promise, and it too was done openly in the presence of Amorite and Hittite inhabitants of the land, who would have understood the significance. So the "world" made room for this devout man's convictions. And down through history the funeral has provided one of the greatest opportunities to worship with proclamation to the world.
Conclusion
Worship is the natural response to the revelation of the LORD, whether in word or act. This we have seen in the life of Abraham. Abraham built an altar to the LORD after the LORD appeared to him (Gen. 12:7-8). He built another altar after the LORD's word of promise (13:18). He paid tithes after the LORD gave the victory (14:20). He took an oath after the blessing of Melchizedek (14:22). He prepared the sacrifice and protected it after the revelation from God (chap. 15). He bowed to the ground after the LORD appeared to him (17:3). He circumcised in compliance with God's command (17:10, 23-27). He interceded after judgment was revealed (chap. 18). He interceded again after God directed Abimelech to him (20:7, 17). He rejoiced in the LORD after the fulfillment of God's promise (21:1-7). He swore by the LORD after the LORD gave him peace in the land (21:23-24). He "sacrificed" Isaac in obedience to the LORD's command (chap. 22). So as far back as the time of Abraham, worship was both a spontaneous and an ordered response to divine intervention. And Abraham's acts of worship, characterized by submission, dependence, and gratitude, proclaimed his beliefs to a watching world, a world that was familiar with the ritual acts but not the God being worshipped.
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The Worship of Isaac
Prayer
One of the most significant acts of personal worship recorded in the traditions about Isaac is prayer-significant because he did not make the same mistake his father made. When Isaac and his wife could not have a child, they prayed to the LORD and the LORD answered (Gen. 25:21). Then, when the pregnancy became difficult, Rebekah went to enquire of the LORD and was given an oracle. She may have gone to some holy place like Beerlahairoi (where God had heard Hagar in her affliction), or to a prophet (cf. 1 Sam. 9:9) like Abraham (Gen 20:7),' or to a priest like Melchizedek. In time "enquire" (darash) came to refer to seeking the LORD with acts of worship; and acts such as fervent prayer in the sanctuary often became great sources of comfort and resolution (1 Sam. 1:3-11).
Sacrifice with Proclamation
Isaac made proclamation of the LORD by name (Gen. 26:25), just as his father Abraham had done. Thus the pattern continued: In response to the revelation of God, the faithful respond in worship with proclamation.
Oaths
Isaac also made a treaty with the Philistines just as his father had done (Gen. 26:12-33). The demonstration of his faith was the issue in what could have been an explosive situation. But the descendants of Abraham were to be a blessing to the families of the world, and Isaac would only be a blessing if he was able to exalt the LORD in his dealings with the pagan king. Abimelech saw the obvious blessing on Isaac from the constant supply of water he received and so sought a treaty with him to share the blessing. Isaac agreed to the treaty but made sure that the oath was in the name of the LORD, proclaiming by the transaction the correct interpretation of the blessing.
Oracles of Blessing
Although rare, oracles proclaimed the faith in a powerful way. An oracle was no simple greeting or parental well-wishing; it was a revelation from God himself. In the patriarchal accounts, the head of the family who was the guardian of the covenant actually spoke for God (Gen. 27:27-29, 33, 39-40; 28:1-4; 47:10; 48; 49). When this happened it was a clear proclamation of the faith, and it usually prompted devotion and commitment. The fact that Isaac was shaken with fear (Gen. 27:33) when he realized that he had given the blessing to Jacob shows that he knew that God had overruled his intent to bless the wrong son. And what he had said could not be taken back-it was a word from the LORD.
Later in the worship of Israel, the main oracle of blessing from God would be pronounced by the high priest after the atoning sacrifice had been made in the sanctuary (Num. 6:22-27). This too was clearly a direct word from God, and not merely a benediction or greeting from the priest.
The Worship of Jacob
Worship at Bethel
Genesis 28:10-22 provides another important glimpse of patriarchal worship, now with more ritual acts than before. Here, too, worship was the spontaneous response to the dramatic revelation of God, now in the dream-there was a stairway between heaven and earth with the angels of God ascending and descending on it, and the LORD himself standing at the top of it confirming the covenant promises to Jacob. When Jacob realized the import of this revelation, he trembled with fear. God was in this place! This was none other than "the house of God," and this was "the gate of heaven"! Here, on this very spot, heaven and earth touched! Jacob's fear was properly directed by faith so that he turned that awesome place into a holy place. He had no animals and no altar, and so he stood the stone up and poured his oil out on top of it.
When someone saw a standing stone (matssevah), it was obvious that it had been placed in an upright position intentionally to arrest the attention of the onlooker. Standing stones' could be memorials for the dead (Absalom's in 2 Sam. 18:18),3 legal boundaries or border markers (Laban and Jacob in Gen. 31:45-54), commemorative markers (Samuel's "stone of help" [called "Ebenezer," 'even hd'ezer] in 1 Sam. 7:12), or religious shrines marking out a sacred area where the deity could be found. The last two apply here.
The stone that Jacob stood upright had been "one of the stones" (Gen. 28:11) that he had found in the place. It became an altar when he stood it upright and poured oil on its top (v. 18). It is apparent from the way the text parallels the vision and the worship that the standing stone represented the stairway that Jacob had seen, with Yahweh standing at the top.4 Thus, Jacob's acts recalled the vision of glory, and his pouring oil on the top of the stone set this place apart, that is, sanctified it, to the worship of the LORD who appeared at the top of the stairway. Pouring oil on the rock was also a sacrifice. It was a gift to be sure, but more importantly it was a symbolic act by which Jacob demonstrated his submission and devotion to the LORD. Later in Israel's worship, people would bring oil to the sanctuary (Lev. 24:1-9); and among other uses, it was used to consecrate everything for worship.
The actual place was formerly called Luz. But that is not as important as the new name it now received, Bethel, "the House of God," a holy place, a consecrated place of devotion, vows, and tithes, a place where the LORD appeared to the ancestor of Israel. Jacob had no congregation to join him in worship, but this proclamation by naming would invite worship on this spot in the years to come. It would remind subsequent generations that God had chosen it as his "house," a place where he might walk among his people. Thus Bethel would provide Israel with its first echo of Paradise within the Holy Land.
Holy places were frequently marked out by such namings. Later generations wanting to establish places of worship would be reminded by such names that God had revealed himself there in a special way, and to worship in a place where the greats of the faith had found God was also a way of experiencing in some sense community with former believers. When the Israelites settled in the land, Bethel became an important place for the spiritual life of the nation (Josh. 16:1-3; 18:11-27).
Jacob also made a vow (Gen. 28:20-22): If the LORD would indeed be with him' and be his God, then he would worship and serve him in the proper place (Bethel). This is the first report of a believer's verbal commitment to the LORD in response to his promises. It is a valuable lesson: God revealed his gracious promises in order to draw out the believers' devotion and alter their lives. In his vow Jacob also promised to give to God a tenth of all that God gave to him. He had just been promised divine provision, and the natural response of faith was to return a portion of that material substance to the Lord, the giver, as a token of gratitude.
Invocation with Covenants
Among the several other worshipful acts of the descendants of Abraham, we read how Jacob and Laban marked out their border with a monolith and a cairn and then sealed the agreement by a sacrifice that was a shared meal (Gen. 31:44-55). What makes this a religious activity is that the LORD was invoked to watch between them so that they would not enter each other's territory and inflict further pain on one another. Once again the sovereignty of God was proclaimed through ritual; his power would make this treaty work (v. 29). Thus, the oath that Jacob took at Gilead was by "the Fear (pakhad) of his father Isaac" (v. 53), "fear" being a reference to God, the object of Isaac's fear and devotion.
Rites of Confirmation
Once the patriarch was back in the land safely, some twenty years after he had fled, he built an altar at Bethel to commemorate God's faithfulness (Gen. 35:7). This act of worship was out of gratitude to God for bringing him safely to his father's house again (cf. Gen. 28:20-22). Jacob again set up a pillar as an altar, poured out a libation, poured oil on the stone, and renamed Bethel (Gen. 35:14-15). He performed acts almost identical to the former event to celebrate the fulfillment of the promises God had made to him. Accordingly, Jacob named it "the God of Bethel" ('El Bet-'el, v. 7) and "Bethel" (Bet-'el, v. 15).
Worship for the Journey
When Jacob traveled to Beersheba on his way down to be with Joseph in Egypt, he stopped to make sacrifices to the God of his father Isaac (Gen. 46:1). The prospect of leaving home to go and live in another country is no small concern. But such concerns are also opportunities to strengthen and confirm one's faith. As a result of this act of worship, he received the assuring word from the LORD that all was well. Worship calms the troubled soul.
Sacred Burials
When Rachel died Jacob set up a pillar and mourned for her (Gen. 35:20). But when Jacob died, there was a far more elaborate and solemn burial procedure following Egyptian customs for the burial of great men. Genesis 50:1-14 reports that Jacob was embalmed in Egypt (forty days) and then mourned extensively (seventy days). The ensuing funeral procession to Canaan with its lamentation and solemn ritual caught the attention of the Canaanites (vv. 10-11) and led to a commemorative naming: 'Avel-Mitsrayim, "the Mourning of the Egyptians." It was a great and solemn event witnessed by many along the way.
In all this Joseph made sure that the faith of his father was honored: the burial took place in the land of Canaan, where the hope lay, that other Eden, and not in the pagan world, what would become the land of bondage. What marked this out as a burial within the faith was not the special embalming or the great lamentation but the fact that it took place in the Promised Land. In following this plan, the significance would have to be explained to all interested. One might have asked what difference it made where one is buried. Well, it made a great deal of difference for people whose faith was in the future fulfillment of the covenant promises, a fulfillment that would not leave them in a grave in Egypt. And so Joseph too was concerned that his bones not be left in Egypt but be taken up to Canaan at the great exodus (Gen. 50:25).
Of course, people in the ancient world buried their dead with some hope of life beyond the grave-their religions promised this in some sense-so they buried their dead with religious ceremony. What distinguished the worship of the LORD from these pagan rituals was not so much the outward form but the truth of the faith. Yahweh was the one true and living God. Burial in faith in him offered more hope than burial with the beliefs of the pagans (cf. Pss. 49; 73). Only faith in the LORD could guarantee a future glorious life.
When believers die they are buried with hope in the promises of God, and the fulfillment of those promises demands life after death, a resurrection. Down through history Christians have preferred burial in "sanctified land," usually churchyards, as opposed to common burial spots. In one sense we might say it doesn't really matter; but in another sense it does-believers want everything about their death and burial to be distinctly "Christian," for their identity is with the church, their communion is with the saints, and their hope is in the resurrection and the fulfillment of the promises. How we die and how we are buried proclaim our faith to a world that has no hope. And the worship ritual that accompanies the burial of the faithful is one of the most powerful proclamations of the hope we have in the Lord, the hope of glory.
Israel's Ancestors in Egypt
When we survey the worship of Israel in Egypt several centuries later, we are no longer dealing with a few people but with a vast number of families. And we are no longer witnessing several individual acts of worship but communal acts of worship that gain in intensity and content with every act of God. However, these people were in bondage in Egypt and not in the Promised Land where they could worship and serve their God freely; until they were free, their faith in the LORD had to sustain them. When God came to their aid (Gen. 50:25), he found a responsive community of people ready to believe, ready to obey, and ready to worship.
Worshipful Responses to Revelation
In the misery of their bondage, the people of Israel cried out to God (Exod. 2:23); after all, God had promised to deliver them (Gen. 50:25). Therefore, when God heard their cries and sent the deliverer to them, they responded with eagerness and probably a good sense of relief. And even though they frequently faltered in their faith, their allegiance was clearly to the LORD.
The Burning Bush
Signs for the People
Moses was thereby given the commission to lead the people of Israel out of bondage-no small task. He would have to explain this revelation clearly and convincingly to the people to inspire their faith. To convince the elders and the people that this was of God, he was given the clear understanding of who Yahweh was and why he was about to do this (Exod. 3:14-15); and he was given confirming signs to perform before them as well (4:1-9).' His mission had to be seen by the people of Israel as the be ginning of the fulfillment of the promises that Yahweh had made to the fathers, to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. And by the words from God that he proclaimed and the signs that he performed, Moses was able to convince them that Yahweh their God had sent him. When the people heard that the LORD had answered their prayer, and remembered his covenant with the fathers, and was about to change their destiny,' they bowed (s.v. gadad) their heads and worshipped (s.v. shakhah in BDB) him (Exod. 4:31).9
Sacrificial Pilgrimage
When Moses announced to Pharaoh that the Hebrews would be leaving Egypt, he did so in terms of their going to worship their God, because to worship is to acknowledge the highest authority. Moses demanded of Pharaoh that the people be set free so that they could go on a sacrificial pilgrimage (khag) to meet Yahweh their God in the desert (Exod. 3:18; 5:3). In other words, the purpose of their deliverance from the pagan world of bondage was to form a worshipping community. The implication of Moses' demand was clear to everyone: to go "three days" into the desert and to sacrifice "to Yahweh" clearly meant that their loyalties were with Yahweh, not the world or the world's king, especially one who claimed to be a god. By making this pilgrimage they would be proclaiming that Yahweh, not Pharaoh, was their God as well as their king. When they eventually did sacrifice to him, they would be expressing devotion and gratitude to him for delivering them from Egypt. Here was worship against the world, over the world.
This ancient and lasting significance of going to make a sacrifice to their God must not be missed. It meant that they had no higher authority to whom they owed allegiance. It also meant that they would not be coming back-and Pharaoh knew it. Thus he refused, claiming that he did not know this Yahweh. But he would come to know about him, both through the plagues and then the defeat at the sea. True worship cannot be suppressed for long by the world or by the tyrants of the world. When it comes to the question of allegiance, true believers will proclaim their devotion to the living God through worship.
Passover
God's plan for the deliverance of Israel from Pharaoh's bondage would come with another sacrifice, but one made in Egypt itself-the Passover." This ritual called for faith in the LORD'S promise to save his people; if the people believed the word from God, each family would kill an animal and apply its blood to the doorway of the house (Exod. 12). The blood of the sacrifice protected them from the plague of death that filled the land, it redeemed the firstborn who would otherwise have died, and it hastened their escape while the Egyptians were in chaos. The faithful were then to eat the Passover meal in a certain way, each ingredient and each step carefully prescribed, and they were to eat it with unleavened bread because they had to be ready to leave.
That this ritual was to play a central part in the worship of the nation ever after is made clear by the instructions included in this chapter: it was to be a feast, a holy convocation, and a service for all generations (12:14, 25, 48). But it was for faithful members of the covenant. In the ritual the sacrifice became a communal meal with the people awaiting the deliverance from the LORD. At this early stage the Passover was instituted as a meal in the homes, a meal that was both joyous and ominous. Later it would be celebrated in part in the temple with great ritual and praise, without the urgency of being ready to leave. But from the beginning it was a ritual of worship based on faith in the Redeemer-and it never lost that meaning; it was a dramatic form of worship to be reenacted perpetually. Because of this it had to be accompanied by precise interpretive words that became a fixed liturgy over time, words that preserved the story and explained its meaning. Without this proclamation, people would think of it as just a good meal.
This feast is one of the richest celebrations of worship in history. To celebrate Passover was to rejoice over the deliverance from bondage, actual or realized. To explain what it all meant to the children was to proclaim the wonders of the LORD's redemption from age to age. To eat the symbolic parts of the meal was to share in the experience of the beginning of the covenant nation. To apply the blood (later at the altar) was to demonstrate faith in the salvation of the LORD. To keep the Feast of Unleavened Bread was to acknowledge that a life of purity was to follow redemption. And to dedicate the firstborn to the LORD, the firstborn who did not die, was to declare that the redeemed belong to the LORD. And because the firstborn represented the whole nation, the redemption of the firstborn represented the redemption of the nation. So Passover became the beginning festival of the worship of Israel. All who would celebrate it in the years to come were to do it "as if" they had been in Egypt at that formative time.
Essentially, however, the ritual centered on a blood sacrifice in which an animal died and the human lived (cf. the same substitution in Gen. 22), and so it was a celebration of redemption and life. Its connection to the Exodus made it the celebration of victory over the world that worshippers ultimately must find. But this celebration also signified another step in the reversal of the curse in the garden: there the sinners were expelled from the presence of the LORD to serve the ground in order to survive in the world, but here the people of God were released" from bondage, where they served the world, to begin their journey back to enter God's rest; there the sinners could only look forward to death as a release from the curse, but here they escaped the judgment by the blood of a lamb and could look forward to life in another Eden.
Most biblically informed Christians will readily note the many parallels between the Passover and its fulfillment in the Lord's Supper. This is, of course, because the ritual had a prophetic element to it it was typological of the death of the Messiah, the Lamb of God, whose blood was shed so that people everywhere might escape the judgment on the world.' Paul declared to the Corinthians that "Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed [for us]" (1 Cor. 5:7). Christians celebrate the fulfillment of the Passover in the rite of Holy Communion and the fulfillment of Unleavened Bread in holy living.
Celebrating Redemption
Exodus 15 records the song that Moses and the people sang after crossing the sea. It is a profound work, both in its poetical composition and its theology. In it the people praised the LORD for his greatness that he displayed in his victory over Egypt and for his loyal love that he displayed in the redemption of his people from bondage; they also expressed their confidence that God would guide them to his holy habitation, the land of rest where he would dwell among them and make them his inheritance.
Verse 1 says that Moses sang the song, and verse 21 says that Miriam, the prophetess, "sang in response" to his words (canah, "to answer," here means "to sing antiphonally"). Moses may have sung a line at a time, and then Miriam and the others repeated them (at least she repeated the main refrain). This song of praise was the natural and enthusiastic response of God's people to their marvelous redemption. This was no routine time of singing-they had just been miraculously delivered from death at the crossing of the sea! Their redemption was real and still vivid in their memory; they could hardly contain themselves now that there was the opportunity to celebrate their redemption and their freedom (cf. Ps. 126 and the unbounded joy of deliverance from the Exile).
Amazingly the form of the song (a hymn) is remarkably developed, raising for some the question concerning the composition of the piece. It is possible that the song may not have been in this exact form when they first sang it. Prayers and praises were often said spontaneously and then later put into a better form to be preserved in a book.13 Yet, because the roles of the prophet and the musician often overlapped, as in the case of the Psalms, the song that Moses and Miriam sang may very well have been a prophetic work, inspired by God. In any case, the song indicates that the singing of hymns was known to Israel at this early stage, as it was to the cultures around them. The Israelites could sing-and sing they would now that they had a great reason to sing. Later, God would use David to develop this aspect of worship fully. The Song by the Sea (Exod. 15) is in many ways a foretaste of the songs of deliverance that would be sung for ages by the people of God, culminating in the new song in glory, praising the Lord who redeemed us by his blood (Rev. 5:9-10).
One part of this celebration at the sea was the dancing of Miriam and the women who accompanied her with timbrels and dances (Exod. 15:20). Dancing with musical accompaniment was a legitimate expression of praise in the believing community of the Old Testament. But how did dancing in praise of God differ from secular celebration? In order for dancing to be in praise of the LORD, it had to be inspired by some great or gracious act of God (and so natural and spontaneous), it had to communicate that God was being praised (and not be a performance), and it had to be consonant with purity and righteousness (not distracting or suggestive, and not mixing the sexes). This means that worshippers seeing the dance would be caught up in the praise of the LORD, not in the dance or with the dancer. It has always been very difficult to have sacred dance that meets these criteria. Sometimes when it is spontaneous, it is more effective than in a prepared "performance." But when such dancing is genuine in its praise of God, it can be beautiful and moving.
Conclusion
for
Part 3
FROM THE VERY BEGINNING believers were identified by their worship. When they used religious acts and forms that existed in the world around them, they had to make it clear that they were worshipping the one true and holy LORD God of glory and that their use of these forms had a completely different content. They made sacrifices, set up pillars, commemorated holy places, swore sacred oaths, paid tithes, carried out ritual burials, and sang and danced in praise to their God. Every one of these acts was an act of worship that spoke to the world around them that they were a worshipping people. But what made their worship distinct and what clarified true worship to the world was their proclamation of "the name of Yahweh." That proclamation most naturally would be made at the altar, when they declared their faith, who Yahweh was, what he had done, and what he was about to do. Proclamation of the faith, however, also could be made through commemorative naming, oaths and treaty covenants, distinctive burial ritual, and celebration in song, all of which revealed the truth to the watching world. And certainly the proclamation of the faith is the boldest when it declares its true allegiance to the King of heaven, for such a proclamation sounds the death knell for the world and its false gods. Those who came into contact with this worshipping community would soon learn that the object of their devotion was the one true, living, and holy God, God of gods, King of Kings, Lord of Lords, Yahweh.
In the formative periods of the religious experience of Israel, there was no organized worship, no central sanctuary, and no standing priests. But all the main elements of worship had begun to appear. Each would be developed over the centuries to its finest expression. However, since from the beginning it was absolutely critical that the worship of the holy God be clearly distinguished from corrupt false worship, the common element throughout these early biblical narratives was the proclamation of the faith. In a world that is so pervasively religious, proclamation must characterize all acts of worship.
P A R T 4
WORSHIP
with
SACRIFICE
The Establishment of Sanctity in Worship
Introduction
ISRAEL'S ANCESTORS HAD COME to know their God as the Sovereign Lord of heaven and earth (Gen. 39:2, 21; 41:37). He was not like the pagans' gods with their corrupt practices, for those gods were just like humans in their vices and virtues. Moreover, they were governed by magic and superstition and manipulated with ritual and incantation. No, this God, Yahweh, was truly holy for all the glory and the power in heaven and on earth resided with him. And amazingly he had promised by his covenant to be with his people and to make them into a great nation.
The Israelites in Egypt lived with the hope of this promise of his presence (Gen. 50:25). When the LORD did come to deliver the Israelites with great plagues and a Passover night that broke Egyptian resistance, they quickly learned just how dangerous it could be when God began to make his presence known in the world-dangerous, but yet miraculous and wonderful. Who of God's people would have it otherwise?' Moses, of course, hesitated at first (Exod. 3-4), but he soon learned that the LORD's presence with him would never let him return to his normal life. The divine persuasion began when he was warned that where God makes his presence known is holy ground (Exod. 3:5). People would learn that whoever dared to stand on holy ground, whoever entered that area of God's presence to worship him, could not do so on ordinary human terms, because it was no longer an ordinary place. Whoever entered into God's sacred precinct would have to conform to a kingdom that is not of this world.
Moses entered that sacred precinct, and through him God began the process of turning a vast number of people into a holy nation and a kingdom of priests (Exod. 19:5-6). What brought them together as the people of God and made them a holy nation was the presence of the LORD dwelling among them and sanctifying them. This is the glory of the covenant; and this is the memory of Paradise, now to be recalled in a defiling and dying world-God dwelling with his people, sanctifying and blessing them, and eventually restoring the world to himself through them. Since it would take the sanctifying presence of God to turn them into "the people of God," God first separated them from their bondage to the world and then led them to his holy mount, where they learned what it meant to have him in their midst as their God and King.
Meeting God at a mountain would not have seemed unusual to the people, for throughout the ancient world sacred shrines were built on the tops of mountains. The thought was that to meet with the deity one had to ascend from this mundane life to a more lofty place, a place where the earth reached up to the heavens. Mount Sinai would be forever remembered as a holy mountain because on it God chose to reveal himself. There was to be no doubt that this was the "Mount of God," for it was engulfed in terrific fire and smoke, and from the midst of it the people of Israel heard God's voice (Dent. 4:10-14).
Later, when Israel settled in the land, Mount Zion in Jerusalem became the holy mountain, much to the "dismay" of the other mountains in the land, as the poet put it (Ps. 68:15-18). Worshippers went up to Jerusalem to ascend that holy hill to worship the LORD in his sanctuary, because that was where he chose to make his dwelling place among his people (Ps. 132:13-18). This all would change, as we shall see, with the coming of Jesus the Messiah. No longer would it matter that one mountain was preferred over another (John 4:21), because worship would now be in spirit and in truth (vv. 23-24). And yet the symbolism of the mountaintop was not completely discarded, for Jesus ascended to a high mountain to be transfigured (Matt. 17:1-3). There, high above the world below, as it were, a few disciples saw him in his glistening glory and radiant beauty. Not only did that experience let them see the true glory of the Son lifted up on high, but it also rekindled their hope of entering into that glory. Later, when Jesus ascended to heaven, leaving the disciples standing there gazing up into heaven in amazement, it was from the top of the Mount of Olives.
Long before that ascension, Moses ascended Mount Sinai to receive the covenant with all its provisions for Israel's worship, especially the pattern of the sanctuary (Exod. 25:1-9). God did not need a house. After all, as Solomon later said, the heavens, even the highest heavens, cannot contain him, so how much less a temple (1 Kings 8:27)! It was the people who needed a sanctuary where they could come together and focus on him in their worship (vv. 29-30). Therefore, the tabernacle was to be made in such a way that everything about it reminded the worshippers of the majesty, glory, holiness, and beauty of the real presence of God.
Because this sanctuary was to be the one spot on earth where God's presence would reign supremely, it was to be like the heavenly sanctuary, where his will is done and he is the focus of all adoration and praise. Moreover, nothing incompatible with the holiness of God could be there-no diseased, or defiled, or sinful human could enter-unless God himself made that person fit to enter. From the beginning God had warned people that the one who sins must die. Only when such judgment was exacted could sin be removed. But how could that be done so that the sinner could still live to enter God's presence? God in his grace made the ritual of substitutionary sacrifice the way. Or, in New Testament terms, God found a way to be just and the justifier of many (Rom. 3:26). Of course, the Christian will anticipate that this gracious provision of sacrifice was made for Israel with the death of Jesus the Messiah in mind, as Israel's prophets foretold (Isa. 53:10).
From the beginning sacrifices had been an essential part of worship. But now, with the revelation at Sinai, God would make it clear to Israel just how essential they were and how precisely they had to be made (the law is filled with instruction on this aspect of worship). The devout would come into God's presence on the basis of the shed blood and would hear his word and share in his praises in his courts, and their worship would culminate in a communal meal in which they would celebrate being in covenant with the LORD. Sacrifice was the basis of the covenant, but sacrifice also was the heart of their worship; and it was all because of the presence of the Holy One in their midst. Their participation in worship at "the house of Yahweh" was not possible without sacrifice, but with sacrifice their worship was freeing and fulfilling. Because God's presence was a sanctifying presence, the faithful complied with the ritual to maintain their covenant relationship with him, to have access to his presence, and to become a holy nation in the world.
It was the centrality of the sacrifice that focused everyone's attention on sanctity by constantly reminding them of the holiness of the LORD and by providing them the only way of access into that holy presence. And even though sacrificial ritual came to an end with the inauguration of the new covenant, sacrifice remains the sanctifying center of worship. This sacrifice, of course, is the sacrifice that God has made for us in his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, the sacrifice to which all these others were types or foreshadowings. Christ's sacrifice is the basis and the focus of our worship. Because of it Christ is the sanctifying presence in our worship, and by it Christ is the reminder of our need of sanctification as we enter a holy place-be it a formal sanctuary or a plot of sand in the desert-to offer our gifts, our homage, and ourselves to God.
C H APT E R 9
The Patterns
of
Worship
at
Sinai
AT THE HEART OF THE LAW IS the instruction about the sanctuary and the sacrifices for Israel's worship; but three narratives in Exodus prepare the reader for those instructions, just as the events themselves prepared Israel for the revelation: the meeting with God, the covenant with God, and the rebellion against God.
Meeting with God at the Holy Mountain
With the bondage of Egypt already fading in their memory, the redeemed people of God made their way to Sinai to meet with their God (Exod. 19). But they could not have imagined what they were about to see on the mountain!
The Indisputable Word from God
Revelation
The first clear indication of God's presence was his voice: "The LORD called [out]" (Exod. 19:3; or "proclaimed" [gard']). He reminded the people of all he had done for them (revelation begins with a self-disclosure and a report of God's gracious acts) and then charged them to obey him and keep his covenant (vv. 4-5). If they obeyed him, they would then be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. The kingdom was God's, and it was to be comprised of priestly people who were living holy lives in God's service and enjoying access to him. It still is.' Today, as members of the new covenant, we are also "a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God" (1 Peter 2:9; Rev. 5:10).
The calling for Israel to be "a kingdom of priests" was a call for them to follow Abraham in the role of witnessing worshippers. What the priestly order in Israel was to do for the nation, the nation itself was to do for the world: teach the word of God, make intercessory prayer (i.e., burn incense), and make provision for the people to find access to God through atonement (Dent. 33:9-10).2 Thus, their spiritual service had to retain the elements of proclamation and prayer with the ritual acts at the altar. To do this they had to be "a holy nation," set apart from the rest of the world by their faith and their compliance with God's will. The law taught the people how to live as a holy nation and how to maintain their relationship with the holy God. If they failed in this, they would not be a blessing to all the families of the earth (Gen. 12:2).
Response
When Moses, the mediator, presented the words of the LORD to the people (Exod. 19:7), their response was instant: "All that the LORD has said we are willing to do."3 Here began a pattern that has been at the heart of worship ever since, namely, that the faithful respond to the proclamation of the word of God with a commitment to obey.
The Vision of God
Revelation
The second manifestation of God's presence in Exodus 19 was a visible one (v. 9). The people saw this great manifestation of his presence and heard the sounds and as a result were convinced of the divine origin of the law. God's people had to know that the words of Moses were in fact from God.
Requirements
The LORD stated his requirements for people to approach him (Exod. 19:10-16): they were to be set apart by the ritual of washing and be spiritually prepared by the third day. Preparing to enter God's holy presence now involved more than removing shoes on holy ground! Setting oneself apart to meet the LORD required focusing on spiritual things, and not on physical things. For example, they were to abstain from sexual relations. A similar instruction for special spiritual concerns was made by the apostle Paul for the church (1 Cor. 7:5). God also set boundaries around the base of the mountain so that the people would not come too close (Exod. 19:12-13). These instructions began to teach worshippers about the great privilege and the grave danger of coming into the presence of the holy God of glory: they were to draw near to him, but they were not to come too close. He was their redeemer, but he was also God Almighty.
Obedience
Moses told the people what God had said, and the people prepared themselves to meet him (Exod. 19:14-15).
The Power of God
Epiphany
The third manifestation of God's presence was the most spectacular: there was thunder, lightning, a thick cloud, smoke covering the mountain, and a very loud trumpet blast. As the LORD descended in the fire, the whole mountain shook, and the sound of the trumpet grew louder.4 Then they heard the voice of God speaking to Moses, warning the people not to break through to gaze on the manifestations, for that would be to treat it as a common spectacle (Exod. 19:16-25). Deuteronomy 4:11-12 recalls this incident:
You came near and stood at the foot of the mountain while it blazed with fire to the very heavens, with black clouds and deep darkness. Then the LORD spoke to you out of the fire. You heard the sound of words but saw no form; there was only a voice (emphasis mine).
Fretheim says that this revelation served to convince the people of the reality of the presence of God in their midst and to clarify the role of Moses as intermediary before them.' Subsequent generations of worshippers would go to the sanctuary to hear from God, sometimes directly through a prophet, but usually through the reading of Holy Scripture. Based on revelations like this at Sinai, the faithful knew that the word they heard was from God.
Response
The people trembled in fear (Exod. 19:16) and kept their distance. The events in this chapter do not actually describe full worship, per se, but we do see the beginning of it-the response of fear and devotion to the revelation of the living God that prompted the spiritual preparations to meet God.
In describing the spiritual realities of the new covenant, the book of Hebrews says that we "have not come to a mountain that can be touched and that is burning with fire; to darkness, gloom and storm; to a trumpet blast or to such a voice speaking words." But we "have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God" (Heb. 12:1822). While we learn many important principles from the experiences of the ancient Israelites, we are reminded that as members of the new covenant we have gone beyond that and have a better relationship with God through Jesus the Messiah. Thus, our worship and service should be far greater now.
Celebrating Covenant Peace with God
The covenant ceremony is rich in meaning partly spoken and partly acted out. The words give the actions their focus and clarity of meaning; the actions give the words a depth and range of meaning that words can only hint at. For example.... When we see the blood, we see the very life fluid that only moments before flowed through the veins of these living animals, which then was separated into two halves and now covers the altar on the one hand and ourselves on the other. Through the words that have been exchanged (v. 7) and through the actions with the blood that surround these words and ritually "embrace" them (vv. 6b, 8a), the two parties to the covenant have entered into a bond of unity that suggests one covenanted divine-human life.7
The Call to Worship
The inauguration of the covenant by sacrifice began with the LORD's calling Moses, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and seventy elders to come up to the mountain to worship (Exod. 24:1). The people were to remain at a distance, their leaders were to go up to the mountain, but only Moses the mediator could draw near (v. 2). By bowing to the ground at the proper distance, the people showed their reverence for God. The point is that worship is an obedient response to the call of God, whether that call should be as spectacular as this or come through fixed biblical commands. The New Testament continues the emphasis on calling people together to worship (1 Cor. 14:26; 16:1 et al.), warning them not to abandon assembling together (see Heb. 10:25; 12:28-29; 13:15-16).
The Consecration of the People
Next came the consecration of the people for this service (Exod. 24:38). These steps set the pattern for all subsequent worship.
Proclamation of God's Words (Exod. 24:3a)
Moses "told" (waysapper) the people all the "words" (devarim) of the LORD and all the "decisions" (mishpatim).8 Likewise the prophets later would declare God's Word, and that Word would be written down and deposited in the sanctuary for future reading. Likewise, the messages of Jesus were written down to become part of our Scripture.
Response by the People (Exod. 24:3b)
The assembled worshippers unanimously ("with one voice") declared their willingness to obey. This is the proper response to the proclamation of God's Word.
Recording the Law (Exod. 24:4a)
The laws that the people agreed to now had to be written down because they formed the heart of the covenant.
Sacrifices by the People (Exod. 24:4b-6)
The next morning Moses built an altar and set up twelve pillars (for the twelve tribes). The people then offered burnt offerings to signify both their surrender to God and their acceptance by God (Lev. 1), and peace offerings to signify their peace with God (Lev. 3; 7).
Reading the Covenant (Exod. 24:7a)
Moses took the "Book of the Covenant" and read it to the people. This verb (gdrd') refers to public reading; the word used in verse 3 referred to reporting what God had said. Both declaring the Word and then reading it formed the substance of the proclamation that was so necessary to interpret the rites they were performing.
Response by the People (Exod. 24:7b)
Just before the ritual of consecration took place, the people once again expressed their willing compliance.
The Consecration by Blood (Exod. 24:8)
Moses took the blood and sprinkled it toward (over ('al]) the people, perhaps on the representative pillars. He said, "This is the blood of the covenant that the LORD has made with you in accordance with all these words." By this ritual act the people were set apart to be the people of God, and by it God confirmed their agreement to live holy lives before him. Jacob says,
This was the first and primary pilgrimage festival, and the people appeared before God with sacrifices, which made his presence real to them. Every subsequent hag9 represented a renewal of this covenant; the reading of the Torah during the hag of booths in the following year (Dent. 31:11) followed the example of the reading of the covenantal document during the first hag celebrated at Sinai."
The Communication of God's Approval
The Vision of Glory
According to Exodus 24:9-11a, the representatives of the nation "saw the God of Israel," and God did not raise his hand against them (it was believed that no one could see God and live [33:20]).'2 What exactly they saw is hard to say, but it was clearly much more than the phenomena of nature that they had seen (cf. how Moses was allowed to see more in 33:23). They were given an actual glimpse of God's glorious presence-they saw a pavement of sapphire stone, deep blue but transparent, like the vault of the sky, which may have been the foundation of the heavenly throne (Ezek. 1:26; Rev. 4:6), but they did not dare to lift their eyes higher.
No longer did they see smoke and fire and clouds or feel earthquakes as before when they trembled in fear (Exod. 19). Now they saw the tranquility of the heavenly scene with paved work like sapphire and the body of heaven in clearness, and above it they saw a vision of the God of Israel exalted in his glorious dominion. Now that the people were in covenant with God almighty, the terrifying features of his presence were gonethey were at peace with God (cf. Isa. 44:22).
Communion with God (Exod. 24:11b)
When they saw God, "they ate and drank." This is the second time we are told that they saw God, the repetition underscoring that they actually saw something, that this was not merely their imagination. God wanted them to know that his presence was real. And because of that revelation, they could celebrate with a communal meal from the peace offerings (see Lev. 7:16-21). To eat the covenant meal in the presence of God confirmed that they were at peace with God. And Israel's experience of a communal meal anticipated the Christian meal called Holy Communion. It too would be a celebration by those who were at peace with God, a peace made possible by the sacrificial death of Christ.
The Hope of Greater Glory
Nevertheless, the glorious manifestations on the mountain signified the authority of the Word of the LORD. The people would be hard pressed to doubt their authenticity now that they had heard the voice of God and had trembled at his presence, had seen him in his glory, and had eaten with him in peace. The covenant with the living God was real! The promises were sure-and the stipulations to be obeyed.
Restoring the Ruined Relationship with God
The third passage that prepares us for the instructions of the ritual concerns the sin with the golden calf (Exod. 32). In spite of the dramatic evidence of the divine presence, and in contrast to the glorious and holy ritual on the slopes of Sinai, it was no time at all before the people vio lated the covenant by making an idol. The event marks a major turning point in the narrative-it is the fall of the nation into sin, reminiscent of the fall of Adam and Eve in Genesis 3. As in the garden, the LORD had just formed his new creation, promising his people a life of blessing and service in a fruitful land. But even though God was in their midst, they disobeyed his commandments and made an idol of gold to be the object of their festal gratitude. Because of that rebellion the threat of death hung over them until God set aside the judgment through Moses' intercession. In fact, from now on their access to God would require intercession because of their propensity to sin, a propensity that eventually prevented this generation from ever seeing the beautiful place God had prepared for them, because they died in the desert.
Like the first parents expelled from Eden, the Israelites would find access to the presence of God prevented by the cherubs, now in symbolic form, and would come to appreciate all the more why entrance into the sanctuary of God could be gained only through the prescribed ritual. Sacrifices and intercession now would be pursued with a sense of desperate urgency, at least by those who understood what sin did to their relationship with God. And those who followed it by faith would again catch a few glimpses of his power and his glory-and hope for a greater glory.
Corruption of Worship
While Moses was on the mountain, the people corrupted themselves (Exod. 32:2-18) with celebration around a golden calf. No matter how they tried to explain it, their sin was nothing short of blatant idolatry, an idolatry that confused the worship of the LORD with pagan religion.
In Moses' absence the people wanted gods who would go before them (contrast Exod. 20:3-5), gods with a physical presence like the pagans had. And they wanted a festival-soon. Surprisingly, Aaron complied and made a molten calf out of the golden earrings the people brought. Then they declared, "This is your god, 0 Israel, who brought you up from the land of Egypt" (32:4 NASB). They thus robbed God of his glory-as well as the gold that was to be used for the tabernacle (25:2-3); and even worse, their inspiration was pagan, for in Egypt and Canaan the calf was venerated. After things had gotten out of hand, Aaron tried to turn the celebration back to God by building an altar and proclaiming that there would be "a festival to Yahweh" the next day (32:5). But their defection was not so easily reversed. The next day when the people offered burnt offerings and peace offerings, they sat down to eat and drink and then got up to indulge in revelry (32:6; contrast 24:11).
The existence of the golden calf, no matter how it was explained, destroyed any hope for pure worship. Therefore, God broke off the giving of the Law. After all, there was no reason to continue writing covenant stipulations when the first two had been openly disregarded. Furthermore, God expressed his anger by appearing to disown them: he told Moses, ` your people, whom you brought up out of Egypt, have become corrupt" (32:7). This choice of wording reflected the words of their defection: "This is your god." If this golden calf was their god, then Yahweh could not be their God; if they persisted in this defection, there would be no covenant at all.
What their festival involved is hard to say. The NIV says they rose up "to indulge in revelry" (others: "to play" [letsakheq]).14 The context suggests that it was anything but a harmless festival and certainly not a holy celebration. At best it was profane and worldly, but at worst it was degrading and defiling." At any rate, the central difference between this and proper festivities was the presence of the idol, for in religion the more base the focus of attention is, the more corrupt the festivities will be. This incident warns believers for all time not to mingle religious objects from pagan religions with the worship of God.
Restoration Through Intercession
The complete destruction of the idolatrous people was averted only through the intercession of Moses (Exod. 32:11-14; 30-32)." His intercession displayed a self-sacrificing love for the people, for in it he not only disregarded his own interests but offered them to God. He did not for one moment excuse their sin, nor did he even ask for mercy for them; rather, he threw himself before God, willingly offering his life in their place. Moses thought only of the LORD'S glory and of Israel's preservation.
The intercession was prompted by the unusual way that God announced his readiness to destroy the people. At first glance it sounds like he was resolutely prepared to annihilate the whole nation; however, he conditioned the punishment on Moses' agreement! He said to Moses, "Now leave me alone so that my anger may burn against them and that I may destroy them. Then I will make you into a great nation" (Exod. 32:10). The words provide the clue that something else was intended. If God intended to destroy Israel, he did not need Moses to step aside and leave him alone. But by telling Moses to do that, he was putting the destiny of the nation on Moses' back. He was prompting Moses to intercede. Childs observes that "God himself leaves the door open for intercession. He allows himself to be persuaded. That is what a mediator is for!"" Moreover, by promising to make Moses into a great nation, God was using the identical words that he had given to Abraham (Gen. 12:2), thus reminding Moses that this nation was the fulfillment of divine promises. He was giving Moses the strongest argument with which to oppose the divine threat.
Moses' intercession was intense; he lay prostrate before the LORD forty days and forty nights on behalf of the nation (Dent. 9:18, 25). This was no short and simple prayer. To Moses, nothing else mattered more than the future of these people as the people of God. He made three arguments in his intercession (Exod. 32:11-14).18 First, he appealed to God's miraculous deliverance of Israel from Egypt, referring to them as "your people." Was that redemption for nought? Second, he called to mind how the Egyptians would ridicule God's destruction of his people and be able to show how untrustworthy God was (Dent. 9:28; Ezek. 20:14). And third, he appealed to the promises that God had made to the ancestors that were yet unfulfilled promises.
God preserved the people alive, albeit purging the unbelieving rebels. God was not arbitrary in this.20 He had intended to show mercy all along, but he had intended to show it through Moses' intercession. God not only ordains the end, but he also ordains the means to the end, and here the fervent prayer of a righteous intercessor was the means of his showing mercy. In the crisis that had arisen, everything depended on the mediator; and God in his grace had provided a mediator who could stand in the breach and plead his people's cause, not on the grounds of what they were, but on the grounds of who God is.21 With that in mind, God remained faithful to his promises even when his people were unfaithful. In his intercession Moses counterbalanced Aaron's folly. As Childs says, "Aaron was too weak to restrain the people; Moses was strong enough to restrain even God."22
Moses then took God's side to purge the congregation of the real idolaters, the smaller group of ringleaders who would not stand with the LORD (Exod. 32:15-29). Now it was Moses' anger that raged as he entered the camp to deal with the apostasy.
Afterward Moses returned to the LORD to continue his intercession, this time for forgiveness and atonement for the sin (Exod. 32:30). His intercession was effectual, for the covenant promises were secured for the people. In his prayer Moses said, "If your Presence does not go with us (cf. Exod. 33:1-5), do not send us up from here" (Exod. 33:15). His prayer rightly expressed the faith of worshipping communities of all time, namely, that it is God's presence that is so desperately needed in this worldly pilgrimage.
Along with the guarantee of his presence, the LORD provided Moses with a grander disclosure of his nature (Exod. 34:5-7). Because of all that had happened, the people needed to have a clearer understanding of the nature of God if they were to remain loyal to him in the future. In fact, knowing the nature of their God would help them appreciate all the more the need for intercession on their behalf. So the LORD "made proclamation" of his name to Moses, saying:
Yahweh, Yahweh, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished;" he punishes the children and their children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation.
Then Moses bowed to the ground and worshipped (Exod. 34:8). In this wonderful proclamation, we have the pattern for later creedal formulas-by enumerating the nature and the works of the LORD, it expresses the essence of the faith. It is no surprise that such a list of divine attributes was used frequently in biblical history to call to mind the historic faith in the LORD.
This sad chapter in Israel's history had a lasting impact on the people of God. Subsequent generations realized how idolatry in any form destroys fellowship with God and makes worship out of the question. But they would have to admit that all too often they were guilty of such disloyalties and that there was a constant need of a mediator who would intercede for them. As time passed and the nation sank deeper into apostasy, there was a growing conviction among the righteous remnant that they needed a mediator greater than Moses, one who could bring lasting forgiveness.
But why is this account located where it is in the book of Exodus, between the instructions for making the sanctuary (chaps. 25-31) and the report of the actual making of the sanctuary (chaps. 35-40)? Its placement underscores the truth that idolatry will destroy the sanctuary and all its service, or in this case the plans for it, and make the continued presence of God among the people impossible. Only restoration through intercession preserved the promise of the divine presence and allowed for the completion of the sanctuary.
What a fitting way to make the transition from the instructions for a sanctuary to its construction! Nothing else could have reminded people of the need for a sanctuary more than this event. No one needed a sanctuary more than these people, who came within a breath of being destroyed; no one needed a place where intercession could be made for them more than these people, who so shamelessly celebrated before an idol instead of God; no one-unless we look more closely at ourselves and confess that we too desperately need a place of atonement and a mediator to intercede for us. Nothing draws us to these provisions with more urgency and longing than our guilty fears brought about by sin.
C H A P T E R 1 0
A Holy Place
for
Worship
IF THE PEOPLE OF GOD WERE TO be a holy kingdom of priests, then it was important for them to have a sanctuary for their communal worship and service. In such a place they would enjoy communion with the living God, a vital reflection of what the parents of the race had enjoyed in the garden.
Yet, as we have noted already, they were well aware that God was not limited to such a little shrine. Subsequent revelation would restate this point in a number of ways: God was the God of heaven (Dan. 2:18-19); he dwelt in the heavens (Ps. 115:3); his throne was in heaven (Ps. 11:4), and the earth was his footstool (Isa. 66:1); but God was also everywhere at once (1 Kings 8:27; Ps. 139:7). Nevertheless, the LORD had chosen to make his presence known to his people in time and at certain places; and at Sinai he instructed them to make a portable sanctuary where he could continue to make his presence known to them.
The Heavenly Pattern
According to Exodus 25:8-9 the instructions for the tabernacle were of divine origin and not human invention. This holy place (migdash) was to be made after the pattern of "the dwelling place" (tabnit hammishkan)' shown to Moses. What exactly God showed Moses on the mountain is difficult to say. The book of Hebrews offers some help by addressing the relationship between the earthly tabernacle and the heavenly sanctuary. It identifies the heavenly counterpart as the "true tent" that the Lord, not man, "pitched" (8:2). It explains that the earthly sanctuary was a "shadow" of heavenly things (v. 5), the "greater" tabernacle in heaven (9:11), and that the earthly things were "copies" (hupodeigmata) of the things in the heavens (v. 23) and that the Israelite Holy Place was a figure (antitupa) "of the true one" (v. 24). Thus, there is a heavenly sanctuary of some nature that is behind the giving of the instructions for the earthly tabernacle in the wilderness.
The tabernacle language persists throughout the book of Revelation. It says that the Lord spreads his tent over his people (7:15), that there is a golden altar of incense before the throne that represents the prayers of the saints (8:3), and that fire is taken from the altar and hurled to the earth in judgment, becoming lightning and thunder and earthquakes (8:5). Later, when the temple is opened in heaven, there is revealed the ark of his testament (11:19), which in Revelation 15:5 is called the temple of the tabernacle of the testimony. So in the heavenly vision of Revelation, there are spiritual correspondences to the earthly objects.
Even though the exact reality of the heavenly place was, and still is, beyond comprehension, the old Israelite tabernacle did represent this heavenly sanctuary. Several clues in Revelation indicate that the reality is primarily spiritual, even though there would have been some form and substance suitable for glory? In the book those who overcome will sit with God on his throne, a powerful way of saying that they will reign (3:21). Seven lamps represent the seven spirits (or sevenfold spirit) of God, indicating that there is a spiritual reality for illumination (4:5). The saints become pillars in the heavenly sanctuary (3:12). The golden bowls of incense represent the prayers of the saints (5:8), and a voice comes out of the horns of the altar (9:13). John's vision was symbolic of the spiritual reality of the heavenly sanctuary, but the symbols were the familiar ones God had used before to instruct Israel in building the earthly replica.
But there is one further consideration that indicates the reality of the heavenly setting. When John saw the vision of the New Jerusalem coming down to the new earth, he described it as the tabernacle of God, for God would dwell with people who would have access to the city (Rev. 21:3, 26). There was no temple in this city, for the Lord God almighty and the Lamb were the temple (v. 22). The idea of a temple essentially represents God's dwelling with and among his people. While sin is in the world and even in worshippers in the world, God's presence must be veiled and access restricted. But when in the future glorious age all things are made whole, no such restrictions will be needed. God will dwell with his people without a restrictive temple in a new creation where everything will be glorious and beautiful and where people will have access to him. That will be Paradise.
All of this means that the building of the earthly sanctuary was no insignificant matter for Israel-or for us. Because it replicated the heavenly reality, it had to be prepared with precision and care. One might be inclined to minimize the importance of the tabernacle and the later temple for any consideration of what might be included in planning buildings for Christian worship, thinking that because they are in the Old Testament they are no longer relevant. But since the old sanctuary was patterned after heaven's eternal places, it remains relevant for our instruction. Its principles and purposes should help us think more seriously about what we construct for worships Worship or worshipful acts, of course, can occur in any setting; but when it is necessary to have a place for the congregation to gather to complete the acts of worship in communion, the surroundings must be given careful thought so that they encourage and enhance all the aspects of worship and focus the worshippers' attention on the Lord.
The Purpose of the Tabernacle
The New Testament writers saw in the sanctuary a prophetic type of the access to God through Christ Jesus. When the disciples heard the things Jesus was teaching and later came to realize the significance of his death, resurrection, and exaltation, they looked back into the institutions of Israel to see how God had prepared for the full revelation in his Son.' Guided by the Spirit of God, they perceived that the meaning of the tabernacle and its furniture and every act connected with them found fulfillment in the person and work of Jesus the Messiah.
For example, John writes that the Word, the Son of God, became flesh and "tabernacled" among people on earth, his flesh being like a tent that covered the glory inside (John 1:14). And Jesus himself referred to his body as a temple (John 2:19): "Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up" (KJv). The people thought he meant Herod's temple, but he was speaking of his own body as the true temple-as the resurrection made clear.8 Hebrews also notes that the flesh of Christ was the corresponding reality of the temple curtain (Heb. 10:20), which when torn apart represented Christ's body being broken to provide access to God (9:8). Furthermore, when Paul says that God sent his Son to be a "propitiation" through his blood (Rom. 3:25), he was referring to the "place of propitiation" (usually translated "mercy seat") in the Holy of Holies. The New Testament fulfillment of such things does not diminish the theological significance of the Old Testament type in its setting; on the contrary, it greatly enhances it by revealing its corresponding reality in the revelation through Jesus the Messiah.
The Nature of the Tabernacle
One begins to realize that people could not presume to determine how to approach God. God himself had to make the way clear by revealing the plans for the tabernacle. Because it was "the house of the LORD," the design had to stress the majesty, beauty, and holiness of God. So along with the practical features for approaching God, there was an increasing beauty and value to the parts of the tabernacle the closer one got to the divine presence. In the courtyard, bronze covered the altar, the laver, the utensils, the bases for the curtain posts, and the tent pegs. Silver was used for the hooks and bands on the posts; more silver was used for the actual sanctuary, for the bases of the frames of the tabernacle, the pillars for the veil, and the moldings in the court. But closer to the presence of God there was gold. Ordinary gold was used for the moldings, the rings and staves of the ark, the table and the incense altar, as well as for hooks and bars and pillars inside the building. Fine or pure gold was used to overlay the ark of the covenant. The lampstand was to be fashioned out of solid gold. And the lid on the ark of the covenant, the place of propitiation, was to be a solid slab of pure gold.
The valuable metals reminded worshippers of God's exalted majesty and the beauty of his holiness. The most valuable metals of this world and the beautiful fabrics and embroidery work could only begin to reflect his glory. Because his presence was displayed in this way, it told the people that he was to be the central focus of their devotion, the object of their spiritual desire, and the transforming power in their lives. So the shrine dominated the camp not only by its central location but also by its great beauty and significance.
The Parts of the Tabernacle
The High Altar
The altar was an immediate and perpetual reminder that entrance into the presence of God was based on sacrifice. No one could come near God without atonement being made through the shedding of blood. Since that provision had to be available always, it was the duty of the priests to make sure that the sacrificial fire never went out (Lev. 6:8-13). They were to ensure that the way of access to God was always available.
Christian theology understands that the altar with the sacrifices prefigured the death of Jesus the Messiah, and therefore there is now no access to the Father apart from the shed blood of Christ, not now in worship, and not in the future in glory.
The Laver
In the New Testament washing with water was applied by Jesus in the Upper Room when he washed the disciples' feet (John 13). When Jesus found resistance from Peter, he said, "Unless I wash you, you have no part with me" (v. 8). And when Peter wanted more than his feet washed (v. 9), Jesus explained, "A person who has had a bath needs only to wash his feet" (v. 10). Regeneration is portrayed as being washed in the blood (Titus 3:5); but the cleansing from frequent defilements in the world, so necessary for fellowship and service, is portrayed by this washing with water.
The Light
The tabernacle itself was a frame building covered with a tent. It had two rooms, the first and larger was the "Holy Place," and the smaller, the "Most Holy Place."12 In the first room was the lampstand, made of solid gold in the form of one central shaft with six branches decorated with cups and almond blossoms-a stylized tree, recalling the Tree of Life in the garden (Exod. 25:31-40; 37:17-24). The seven lamps that burned with olive oil had to be serviced by the priests daily to keep them burning to light the way to God, just as the Creator had provided the light of life (Ps. 36:9).
According to the New Testament, Jesus identified himself as the true light that reveals the way to the Father (John 8:12; cf. Isa. 49:6), the true light that shines in darkness, giving light to everyone who comes into the world (John 1:9). In the New Jerusalem the Lamb will be the light (Rev. 21:23). The New Testament teaches that the followers of Jesus are also to be lights in the world, continuing his work of bringing people to the true Light. So important was this motif in Scripture that in the letters to the churches in Revelation the symbol of the lampstand was used to refer to the functioning ministry of each church (1:20; 2:5).
The Table
Across from the lampstand was a wooden table overlaid with gold (Exod. 25:23-30; 37:10-16). Each week twelve loaves of bread representing the tribes were placed on it, and frankincense was poured on top of them for a sweet aroma. The bread and the table signified communion with God. On the one hand, the bread was a thank offering from the tribes, a grateful recognition of God's provision of food; and on the other hand, the bread was a reminder of their dependence on God.
In the Gospel of John, following the miraculous feeding of the five thousand, and using the tradition of the manna, Jesus said that he was the provision of life that God had made for the people (John 6:32-59), the Bread of Life that came down from heaven. The message is a reminder that God has freely given us all things through Christ. Therefore Christians lay up before the Lord gifts of gratitude just as the ancient Israelites did.
The Altar of Incense
Just outside the curtain that set apart the Most Holy Place was a wooden altar, the size of a small pulpit, covered with gold (Exod. 30:1-10; 37:2529). The little altar was used for intercession: the priest would take some coals from the high altar and place them on this altar (the prayers were based on the sacrifices), sprinkle frankincense on them (the prayers would be pleasing to God), put blood on the tips of the horns of the altar (the prayers would be efficacious), and then, perhaps while seizing the horns, offer prayers to God for the people. Here, directly in front of the throne, but separated from it by the curtain, was the place of intercession.
Intercessory prayer was a regular ministry of the priesthood, and it is still a spiritual duty of the servants of God in Christian worship. Jesus is our Great High Priest who is in heaven today in the presence of the Father to make intercession for us based on his atoning sacrifice (Heb. 7:24-27). But the people of God are also to make intercession, especially as part of their priestly worship, for the imagery of the altar of incense is used in Revelation 5:8 for the prayers of the saints.
The Ark of the Covenant
The use of this ark clarifies the symbolism: during worship on the Day of Atonement, blood was sprinkled on the lid, the place of propitiationat the feet of the Majesty as it were. Inside the ark was the law that revealed the knowledge of good and evil and the punishment for violations, but the blood sprinkled on the covering of the ark made atonement for the violations. The blood on the lid spoke of death. But inside the box the manna and the rod that budded spoke of life, the former for God's provision of life, and the latter as a symbol of new life.14 And both forms of life were made possible by the death of the sacrifice.
In the New Testament fulfillment of these things, Paul declares that God set his Son to be the propitiation for our sins, so that through faith in his blood we might have the remission of sins (Rom. 3:25) and new life in him (5:17-19).
Conclusion
God's desire to be among his people on earth required that a sanctuary be built in which he might make his sanctifying presence known. The sanctuary was necessary because of sin and made access to God possible. Thus, the tabernacle was not only the setting for worship, but it also revealed God's plan of redemption, a plan that was dramatically reenacted as people drew near to God through the ritual.
Because the tabernacle was God's plan, it was designed to find its fulfillment in the work of redemption. In the incarnation, when God the Son came into this world to dwell among people, his glory was veiled by the tent of his earthly body. Down through the ages believers have needed places to meet with God as a congregation in order to celebrate being in communion with him, and so in their structures with their furnishings and utensils they have often tried to signify what they believe and practice. Almost all churches have a specially prepared place to worship in their way, and most have furnishings and some symbols as well. If these have been prepared carefully and are used properly, they can be most effective in enhancing if not communicating the faith and worship of the church.
C H A P T E R 1 1
Sacrificial Ritual
THE PROSPECT OF ENTERING THE presence of the living God was both thrilling and overwhelming for the devout Israelites. Just seeing the glory and the splendor of that place with all its bronze and silver and gold, the rich beauty of the priestly robes and the woven tapestries, and then watching the billowing smoke ascending from the high altar must have been breathtaking for the humble pilgrim. This was no ordinary placenothing about it was common. This was the house of the LORD.
Accordingly, worshippers would have felt out of place, even though God wanted them there and they eagerly desired to be there. This tension would have been enhanced by the teaching of the priests that to enter the sanctuary they could have no sin, no defilements from the world, and no illnesses or impurities at all. Did this mean that no one could ever enter God's presence? On the contrary, the rules were designed to make the Israelites keenly aware of their need to follow God's gracious provision. Craigie says:
The preparation for worship illuminates also the necessity for worship. On the one hand, we must live in such a way that we may prepare for worship with integrity, without hypocrisy; on the other hand, the introspection involved, prior to worship, clarifies beyond any doubt the need for forgiveness.'
When worshippers were reminded of the high standard of holiness, they did not despair; rather, they acknowledged their deficiency with contrition and humility and prepared to make the appropriate sacrifices. They would have rejoiced that they could yet celebrate communion with the living God in the sanctuary, because what God's holiness demanded his grace provided.
In this section, we shall survey the various rites available to the worshippers and the occasions for their use.2 We do not know exactly how the details worked out on a regular basis because we have no records of the day-in-day-out activities, only references to them in the Psalms and Historical Books. Leviticus 9 gives us the pattern followed on major holy days; whether over the years they did it carefully or fully we do not know. The Bible tends to record the great convocations more than the ordinary ones.
The Sacrifices
The Purification Offering
When worshippers came to the sanctuary, the first sacrifice that they brought was the purification offering (Lev. 4:1-5:13 and 6:24-30).3 It covered any defilement that had occurred over the preceding weeks or months, as well as any sins committed unwittingly. When the offering was made for a sin, confession was required and forgiveness was granted. However, when it was offered for other reasons, such as a disease or a defilement, no confession was required and no forgiveness given.4
The ritual was very dramatic. For example, when the offering was made for the sin of a leader, the penitent would place one hand on the head of the animal, make confession of the sin, and then with the other hand slay the animal. A priest would catch the blood in a basin and sprinkle some of it seven times against the veil in the Holy Place, rub some of it on the horns of the altar of incense, where intercessory prayer would be made, and pour the rest of it out at the base of the high altar. The ritual for an ordinary member of the congregation was not quite as elaborate; some blood was put on the horns of the high altar, and the rest was poured out at the base. The animal was then burned on the altar, with some of the meat given to the officiating priest to eat to signify that the sacrifice and therefore the worshipper had been accepted. For the poor who brought birds or a basket of gleaned grain, the ritual was even more simplified.
In the Old Testament forgiveness of sin was granted whenever confession was made (e.g., Ps. 32:5); the sacrifice symbolically completed the process, showing that forgiveness was based on the shedding of blood.' The confession without the ritual was incomplete, but the ritual without confession was worthless. In this way the Israelite experience is not unlike the Christian's. We also need to confess sins and acknowledge defilements in order to participate fully in the worship and service of the Lord. Participating in the rite of Holy Communion without making confession does not remove sins any more than offering an animal sacrifice in ancient Israel did. God forgives people when they confess to him. The ritual is the public expression of faith in the provision of forgiveness through the blood of the Lamb.
In Israel, if the sin was willful or premeditated, then no simple purification offering could be made. All the penitent could do was plead for mercy and wait for a word of forgiveness from God (cf. Num. 15:30-31; Ps. 51:16-17). According to Psalm 51, until David heard the word from God, he could not go into the sanctuary, he could not join the choirs in their praise and singing (v. 8), he could not teach sinners the ways of God (v. 13), and he could not worship legitimately (vv. 14-17).
If the people lived at a time when the priests were righteous and responsible, they would have been taught that the blood represented the life that had been forfeited because of their defilement and sin, that the blood put on the horns of the altar signified the powerful intercession of the offering, and that the parts being consumed by fire meant that God had accepted the offering. When the priests carried the remains outside the sanctuary, they would have been assured that their sin and defilement had been removed.
New Testament believers live in the fulfillment of the sacrifice of the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world (John 1:29-34). In New Testament terms, God made his Son to be "sin" for us, in order that we might become righteous (2 Cor. 5:21). So when Christians prepare to worship, they confess their sins with faith in the cleansing blood of Christ (1 John 1:7-9). This is the fundamental starting point of all spiritual preparation for worship.
The Reparation Offering
Here is how this would work. An Israelite may have defrauded a business partner in some way, and when he admitted his wrongdoing he had to repay the defrauded amount plus a fine at the sanctuary (20 percent). Most likely the sins covered by this offering would have gone undetected unless the guilty person came forward. In so doing, it would have been a clear indication of true repentance. The same procedure was to be followed if the guilty person had defrauded God: he had to repay the amount to the sanctuary along with the added penalty. The procedure for making restitution did not form part of the sacrifice; it was required before the sacrifice was made. Once things were made right, the animal sacrifice took on greater meaning because genuine repentance had been demonstrated.
The reparation offering taught the necessity of reconciliation between the guilty party and the one defrauded. Confessing a sin, even with the appearance of contrition, without attempting to make things right when they could be set right was, and is, a sham. Jesus said that before worshipping God people should leave their gifts at the door and first go and be reconciled with those who may have something against them (Matt. 5:23-24). Many sins cannot be made right, but those that can should be, otherwise worship is hindered.
The Burnt Offering
Besides offering one of the sacrifices designated for the removal of sin and impurity, the worshipper had to offer an atoning sacrifice, called the "burnt offering" (Vah; Lev. 1; 6:8-13) because it was completely burnt on the altar ("a total [kalil] offering" [e.g., Dent. 33:10; 1 Sam. 7:9). It sig nified that the worshipper had surrendered his or her life to God and that God had completely accepted the worshipper. In other words, any barrier that had existed was removed-there was full atonement. The sweet aroma of this offering would ascend to the heavens, signifying that God was accepting it and the worshipper with pleasure.
With these three sacrifices, but especially this last one, God provided atonement for the offerer. In the Old Testament, the word "atone" (kipper) was used primarily for the maintenance of a right relationship between the worshipper and God. It referred to the ritual by which all the barriers to access to God were removed and devout worshippers were free to commune with the holy LORD God. In the church this process of maintaining a proper relationship with God is called (ongoing or practical) sanctification, which means, of course, making someone or something holy. The word sanctification can refer to both the beginning of the relationship with God (what we call salvation) and its maintenance. Thus, the atoning death of Christ has not only brought us salvation, but it also continues to provide sanctification so that we may enjoy continued fellowship with God. The principle is the same in the new covenant as it was in the old: no one can draw near to God in worship apart from the blood atonement.
The Dedication Offering
All who received this gracious provision of atonement realized that they belonged to God and owed him a debt of gratitude they could never repay. But God also opened a way for worshippers to pay that gratitude in token by the "dedication offering" (minkhah; Lev. 2).
The grateful Israelite could bring a basket of fine flour, unbaked, mixed with olive oil, and accompanied by incense. A handful of the flour and the incense were burnt on the altar as the token of the worshipper's dedication to God, and the rest of it went to the priests for food. An Israelite could do the same using flour baked on a tray or in a pan, or with the firstfruits of the crop, parched grains or baked bread, or a basket of fruit. There also may have been a libation of wine that was poured out at the foot of the altar like blood.
The handful, the little token, of this dedication offering that was burned up was called the "memorial" ('azkarah, s.v. zakar, "to remember"). The word remember usually conveys more of what came of remembering than the mental reflection itself. It often includes the idea of acting upon what is remembered (as in, "0 Lord, remember me"). Here the dedication offering "reminded" God of the worshipper's dependence and also reminded the worshipper that everything was due God. It was not a simple gesture. With this token the worshipper was in effect saying, "Here I am-everything I am and everything I have belongs to you, because it came from you. I offer this gift, this memorial, as a token of my dedication; I offer myself and all my substance to do your will" (cf. Ps. 40:6-8; see also 1 Sam. 15:22). If the worshipper did not make this dedication (or did not mean it), the ritual of the sacrifice did not achieve its intent.
The priests had the responsibility to make sure the worshippers understood all the aspects of the dedication offerings. They were instructed in the very details of what to say and do at the sanctuary (cf. Dent. 26:1-15 for the scripted ritual). They were to be told about the details, that the fine flour represented the purest and best of God's provision, that leaven and honey were corrupting influences and were to be kept out of what was given to God, but that salt was a preservative and signified the lasting bond of the covenant (and so, "the salt of the covenant").
Such a gift to God, a gift through which the worshippers dedicated themselves and their substance to the LORD, was seen as the natural response to God's provision of atonement with forgiveness. And so the apostle Paul, after explaining the many facets of the sacrificial death of Christ, exhorted believers to present themselves as living sacrifices to God (Rom. 12:1-2). Such dedication should flow naturally from the realization of what God has provided, and the renewal of this dedication should be a part of any worship service that remembers the sacrifice of our Lord Christ. Paul explains, "For [you] are bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body, and in your spirit, which are God's" (1 Cor. 6:20 KJV).
Hebrews declares that the greatest dedication offering was made by Jesus himself, who presented himself to the Father in the body that was prepared for him to do the Father's will (Heb. 10:5-7). His dedication is the fulfillment of the dedication liturgy of Psalm 40:6-8 and therefore the pattern for all worshippers to follow.
The Peace Offering
Now that communion with God was secured through the observance of the ritual God prescribed, the worshippers could once again "eat to their hearts content" in the presence of God, as Adam and Eve had been invited to do in their Eden. The "peace offering" (zebakh sh`Mmim; Lev. 3; 7), the culmination of the sanctuary ritual, was the great communal meal.' It was not a sacrifice offered to make peace with God but one that was made to celebrate being at peace with God. It was a sacrifice offered in communion with God, not to establish or renew communion. In this sense it parallels the ritual of Holy Communion in the church as nothing else does; in Communion Christians eat the food from the Lord's Table because they are in covenant with him. This new covenant rite is a celebration of being at peace with God through Christ, and it is eaten in anticipation of the great celebration of eternal Communion in the glorious heavenly sanctuary (Matt. 26:29).
Thus, the important feature of the peace offering was that the sacrifice was a meal shared between God and his people.' The ritual of killing the animal and collecting the blood was repeated. But only the fat, kidneys, liver, and fat of the sheep's tail were burned for the LORD. The rest of the animal provided the meal for the worshippers, the priests on duty, and any others who were present. This means that the poor could eat in the sanctuary and share in the thanksgiving that was being offered (cf. Ps. 22:26). The peace offering was the only sacrifice the worshippers could eat. But they could eat! Eating in normal life was a sign of fellowship, but eating with God, so to speak, was truly amazing fellowship.
The instructed worshippers probably understood that burning the fat on the altar represented giving the best to God, that offering the visceral organs to God signified surrendering their wills to God,9 and that giving the best cut of meat to the priests was their way to honor those whom God had honored in his house. The people probably needed repeated instruction in the necessity of purity for participation in this peace offering meal, because to offer the peace offering defiled was a sin and would incur a death penalty (Lev. 7:27).
This particular sacrifice looks not only at the culmination of the process of approaching God but also at the worshippers' celebration of being at peace through the communal meal. In Christian worship believers finally approach the Lord's Table, or the altar as some groups prefer to call it.10 There they eat the "body and blood" of Christ as a witness to the fact that they have peace with God through the death of Christ. This is not a common meal; it is Holy Communion. To participate in this holy "meal" unworthily is unacceptable to God; some in the early church died prematurely because of this violation (see 1 Cor. 11:30).
Purification Rites
People regularly found themselves in a condition that required purification and sanctification before they could enter the sanctuary. Their impurity was not necessarily a moral defilement, nor was holiness only understood as a moral virtue. It could be a condition that occurred unavoidably in the routine of living in this world. Nevertheless, to draw near to God in all his perfection required some form of purification.
Washing with Water
On most occasions sacrificial worship was to be accompanied by a ritual washing with water, usually meaning that the person immersed himself or herself in clean water before participating in sanctuary services. Water purification was specifically required for people and objects, such as the officiating priest who contacted impurity (Exod. 29:4; 30:17-21; Lev. 8:6; 16:4); vessels, clothes, or people defiled by contact with unclean things (Lev. 11:24-25, 28, 32, 40; 15; 22:6); things that had been in contact with the sacred (Lev. 6:27); the man who led out the scapegoat and the man who burnt the sacrifices offered for sin on the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:23-28); the participants in the rite of the red heifer (Num. 19:7-10,20-21); and participants in and booty from holy war to be de-consecrated (Num. 31:16-24).
This washing with pure water made people aware of hygiene, of course, but its real purpose was symbolic of spiritual purification. It provided the ritual for moving something or someone from being classified as "impure" to "normal," or conversely, from being "holy" to "normal once again" (as when priests were finished with some of their sacred duties). As noted earlier, the New Testament uses this symbolism to signify cleansing from sin and defilement as well (Titus 3:5; John 13).
The Rite of the Red Heifer
The strange ritual of the red heifer was at one time a purification rite (Num. 19). A red heifer, without blemish and having never been yoked, was killed outside the camp by a layman. The whole carcass was burned, along with some cedar wood, hyssop, and red cochineal. Its ashes were collected and stored in a pure place. When needed, some of the ashes were mixed with fresh water to make lustral water for purifying anyone who had touched a corpse or a tomb or the house of a dead person (vv. 11-22). The rite seems to have been an ancient one that was used alongside the ordinary prescriptions of washing with water, and its features united the ritual of sacrifice with water purification.
The Ritual of the Birds
Before people who had recovered from a serious skin disease could return to normal life, they had to go through a special ceremony with birds. A vessel was filled with fresh water, and a bird was killed over it so that its blood dripped into the water. Then, cedar wood, red cochineal, and hyssop were added to the water. Another bird, a live one, was pushed into the water and then released into the open country. After seven days the individual would have to shave the hair in the infected area, wash the clothes, take a bath, and be pronounced "clean" or normal by the priest (Lev. 14:2-9). This was then followed by sacrificial ritual for sanctification (using the reparation and burnt offerings), but in it the priest applied blood to the person's right ear, right thumb, and big toe to sanctify the whole life. He applied anointing oil for consecration.
This ritual adds the idea of removal to the purification. Running water, a living bird, and cedar wood all speak of life restored or preserved. The release of the bird in particular signified the removal of the impurity from the camp (similar to the scapegoat). Washing with water, sacrificial applications, and occasionally anointing with oil were used to prepare people who had been diseased for reentry into normal life.
Tithing and Sacrificial Giving
In addition to the sacrificial offerings that were to be made, worshippers also were to bring their required tithes and freewill offerings to the sanctuary. On the surface tithing sounds like a very simple calculation10 percent. But the laws for Israel's stewardship were more complex.
The regular tithes and offerings were legislated in Leviticus 27:3031; Numbers 18:8-13, 19-32; Deuteronomy 14:22-23; 26:12-15; and Nehemiah 10:35-39. The people could not pledge their tithes (Lev. 27), for that would make it look like a freewill offering-they could not pledge what already belonged to God.
At the outset an offering (terumah) was given to the priests, either 10 percent or 2 percent. Then the standard tithe (10 percent) was paid to the Levites, covering all forms of income. But there was also a second tithe, a budgeted 10 percent to be spent in Jerusalem at the three annual festivals. Then, in the third and the sixth years of the seven-year cycle, a third tithe, properly known as the poor tax, was due. Thus, a faithful Israelite family could pay anywhere between 22 percent and 30 percent in a given year. Poor people would bring tithes as well, but they would have had to glean in the fields of willing rich people to have something to give to the LORD.
Above and beyond the yearly tithes, there were other financial obligations under the law. Fields were not to be planted in the seventh year, which meant that over a seven-year cycle people would relinquish up to one-seventh of their income. The same was true of the Year of Jubilee; accordingly, every forty-ninth year there would be little or no income, so people had to prepare for the loss of that amount too. But in the Jubilee all debts had to be canceled, possessions returned, and lands restored. Someone who had accumulated a good deal of wealth over a forty-year period might find Jubilee costly if the laws were obeyed.
To all this we must add the animal sacrifices. Three times a year the Israelites were to go to the sanctuary, and each time they were to bring a few animals and some foods per family. If they had major sins to deal with as well, the reparation offering would be a factor in what it cost to live under the law; it required a guilty person to restore what was defrauded and pay an additional 20 percent to the sanctuary.
Farmers were to leave the corners of their fields for the poor. How much of the field made up the "corners" depended on the generosity of the farmer. If they obeyed the laws, then the poor would have food and something to bring to the LORD.
Charitable gifts were also expected from the devout. The spirit of the law was to love the neighbor, take care of the widow and the orphan, and help the poor and the foreigner. These had no monetary values placed on them, but certainlywould have cost something (e.g., the Good Samaritan). There was also the ruling that a rich and responsible relative would pay off the debts of his near kinsmen in order to keep the land in the tribe. This was not always charity; it could be a good investment. But no devout wealthy person could allow his relative to be sold into servitude.
Finally, people also made vows and freewill offerings, promising to give something to the LORD that was above what was required. Hannah's generous offering was the fulfillment of vows she made and the expression of her deep faith and gratitude. Moreover, even when worshippers wanted to praise the LORD, they would bring a peace offering, called the sacrifice for praise. If they simply wanted to declare their love for the LORD, then they would bring the same for a freewill offering. One simply did not think of going before the LORD empty-handed. The spirit of true worship is gratitude, and generosity is the evidence of gratitude.
All of this adds up to a sizeable financial responsibility for those under the law who professed to be righteous worshippers. But it was all necessary because the laws were part of a full socio-economic system, not just the support of a religious organization-although that would be no small task since the Levites who were to be supported were one-twelfth of the nation. This is why it is not easy to transfer the rules of tithes and offerings over to the church-a simple 10 percent is a small part of what Israelites paid. If people try to live under the law today, they cannot ignore all of these covenant obligations.
Even though Christians are not under Israel's law as their binding constitution, their obligations are not less than Israel's. To go back under the regulations of the law, even if possible, would be to go back under a whole system of life that is no longer in place. Yet what the law revealed about the will of God is still binding for instruction in righteousness (2 Tim. 3:16), that is, the spirit of the law remains; so giving, and giving generously, to the Lord and to the needy is part of spiritual devotion and worship. But the New Testament has a higher standard. Because we live in the fulfillment of the promises and have been sanctified before God forever by the one complete and sufficient sacrifice, all our time belongs to God, all our talents are for his use, and all material possessions are his. We are to live a life of total dedication to the Lord, being willing to give everything to him, willing to use everything for his glory. The point is that devout worshippers acknowledge through their giving that they owe everything to God, even though God in his goodness allows them to retain most of it for their use." Those who refuse to give anything, or who give what is left over and unusable to God (Mal. 1:6-14), are not worshipping in spirit and truth.
Conclusion
True worship is sacrificial-it costs. It cost our Lord his life on the cross as the perfect sacrifice that restored us to full communion with God. Thus our worship focuses on the sacrifice of Christ in many ways, just as Israel's worship was always with sacrifices. And just as every act of worship in ancient Israel required the people to bring sacrifices and gifts to God to express their gratitude and commitment to him, so too must we serve God sacrificially, not to obtain mercy, but to demonstrate our gratitude and devotion to him. Because he created and redeemed us, we owe everything to him. He asks only for a token.
C H A P T E R 1 2
Qualified Worship Leaders
SINCE THE PEOPLE WERE CALLED to be a holy priesthood, they had to have divinely commissioned spiritual leaders to guide them in the way of worship and show them the way of spiritual service.
Elders
The office of elder in Israel grew out of the recognition of elders in the families as the natural leaders of the people. Many of them began to serve in an official capacity when Moses needed help in administration and counseling. Those who were chosen had to be capable ("men of valor," 'anshe khayil), men who were wise and mature, who had strength of character and a record of significant influence in their families and in the communities. In other words, they had to be capable and respected. The elders also had to be fearers of God (t'ir'e 'elohim), that is, devout worshippers who obeyed the word of the LORD. They had to be truthful ("men of truth," 'anshe 'emet), leaders who in their lives were faithful to the truth and in their decisions trustworthy. Finally, they had to be impartial in their decision making; specifically, they had to reject bribes ("haters of bribes," soneje bdtsw [see Exod. 18:21]).
The elders were distinct from the temple staff, but they functioned in conjunction with them, ensuring that the instruction of the temple was followed in daily life. Even in the wilderness they worked closely with Moses to teach the people, for when the Bible refers to the congregation that Moses addressed, it was probably these representatives who would then take the instruction to their families.' After the settlement in the land, elders were to look after the administration of justice and the execution of the divine regulations (Josh. 20:4; Judg. 8:16; Ruth 4:2; Ps. 107:32; Lam. 2:10; Ezek. 14:1). But after the Exile they became more significant. In time synagogues were governed by elders; after all, elders were the rulers of the people, and their ruling consisted in interpreting the law, as it had from the time of Moses. In the church the role of "elders" became very important due to the influence of the synagogue.
Priests
Their Calling
In the earliest periods, the head of the clan functioned in the priestly capacity (Gen. 12:7; 46:1; Job 1:5). But the ancestors knew about official priests from the established cultures around them, such as Melchizedek (Gen. 14:18), or Reuel (Exod. 2:16-18), or the priests in Egypt (Gen. 41:45). For Israel's worship, it was not until a sanctuary was constructed that a priesthood was formed. And it was to be a glorious and powerful order because it communicated the holiness of God to the people.
Israel's priesthood began with Moses the Levite, since he instituted the office and inaugurated the ritual. God thereby established the priesthood in the tribe of Levi (Mal. 2:5). The family of Aaron, Moses' brother, was selected for the leadership of the priesthood (Exod. 4:14-17), while the other priestly families carried out the regular duties.
The priests were called to lead the nation in worship and service (Num. 1:50; 3:6-7).Z In doing so they were to be mediators of spiritual life and peace with God (Mal. 2:5). Those who were faithful priests were given this life and peace, so that worshippers could see the faith lived out in them. Their primary task (as "messengers" of the LORD) was to teach people the word of the LORD (vv. 6-7), turning them to righteousness and leading them in proper worship (not as in 1:6-17).
The plan for the nation of Israel, therefore, was that there would be one high priest, a large number of properly prepared and recognized priests to minister to the nation, and then the nation itself to serve as a kingdom of priests in the world. A very similar pattern emerges in the New Testament, where there is one eternal High Priest, Jesus Christ (Heb. 8:1-2), a large number of people called and equipped by God to lead the churches in their worship and service (some known as elders and some as overseers-Eph. 4:11-13; 1 Tim. 3:1-12; 1 Peter 5:1-4), and all the redeemed serving as a kingdom of priests (1 Peter 2:9).
Their Consecration
Leviticus 8 records an elaborate ceremony of worship for the consecration of spiritual leaders. This "ordination" service was to be conducted in full view of the congregation, because they had to be sure that God was installing qualified people to be their ministers (Lev. 8:1-3). The following steps formed the dedication service.
Washed with Water
The ritual washing with water (Lev. 8:6) symbolized that the minister had to be purified of all worldly defilement (cf. Isa. 1:16; John 13:8).
Clothed with Priestly Robes
The priests were clothed with beautifully prepared robes (Lev. 8:7-9), because they were to give dignity, honor, and beauty to the priesthood, which was to communicate the glory of the LORD (Exod. 28:2). Each part of the clothing had a spiritual and practical significance (see Exod. 28; 39), indicating that the priests were to be properly equipped for the various functions of ministry. In the New Testament priestly believers, especially those called to lead worship, also must be equipped with the proper spiritual gifts, and the imagery of clothing is also retained: they are to be clothed with Christ (Rom. 13:14), good deeds (Col. 3:12), and with righteous acts (Rev. 19:7-8; cf. Ps. 132).
Anointed with Oil
Anointing set the priests apart for service in the sanctuary (Exod. 29:7; 40:12-15; Lev. 8:10-13). For those who were actually believers, the oil represented the impartation of the authority and power of God through the Holy Spirit (cf. 1 Sam. 10:1; 16:3; Isa. 61:1; Zech. 4:14). Since the priests had been removed from common life to live out the sacred life, their life was to be on a higher level of holiness (e.g., Exod. 28:31-43; Lev. 10:8-11; 21:1-7). In the New Testament all believers are "anointed" with the Holy Spirit at regeneration (2 Cor. 1:21; 1 John 2:20); the sanctifying presence of the Spirit sets them apart from the world to a life of holiness and enables them to minister to one another and to the world (Rom. 12:1-8; 1 Cor. 12:12-31; Eph. 4:7-16).
Sanctified by Sacrifice
The priests' consecration then continued with the atoning sacrifice (Lev. 8:14-21). No one could gain access to God without this, and that was especially true for the priests who were going to lead the people to God in worship. This is still true of the new covenant, in which the sacrificial death of Christ has sanctified us. It is impossible for those who have not been sanctified to lead the people in holy service, no matter what talents they might have.
Consecrated to Service
The consecration proper (Lev. 8:22-30) was symbolically designed to inaugurate the ministry. The expression used for this is "filling the hand" with the sacrificial offerings (c£ Exod. 32:29; Lev. 8:33; Judg. 17:5-12). Moses put part of the meat into their hands and lifted them up before the LORD. This was the beginning of what they would be doing the rest of their lives. In churches that ordain, the custom today is to put Bibles, specifically New Testaments, into the hands of the ordinands, because that is what they will be about as they lead the people in worship and service.
The ceremony also involved Moses' daubing blood on the right earlobe, the right thumb, and the great toe of the right foot of the priests, indicating that their entire life had to be set apart to God-what they heard, what they did, and where they went. In fact, the whole ordination ritual was a reminder to all that God was to be glorified by those who would be drawing nearest to his presence (Lev. 10:3).
Their Charge
Teaching God's Word
According to Deuteronomy 33:9-10, there were three primary ministries of the priests. First, they were to instruct the people in holy living and spiritual service (Mal. 2:1-9). Since they were the teachers of Israel, they were responsible to maintain a knowledge of the law (Jer. 18:18) so that people could learn from them, either through their teaching or by asking questions.
At the end of the Old Testament period, teaching was open to anyone who studied, and so by the New Testament period official scribes and teachers of the law had become more prominent.
Making Intercessory Prayer
The second ministry for the Levites was "burning incense," which was the accompanying ritual for making intercession in the sanctuary. This ministry complements the first, for intercessory prayer makes teaching effectual. While all believers can be involved in intercession (e.g., Ps. 20), the priests were to lead them in this spiritual service by going into the Holy Place to the altar of incense. The high priest even had the names of the tribes engraved on the precious gems that he wore on his chest so that as he drew near to the LORD he "lifted up" the people before the LORD.
Providing Access to God
The third priestly ministry mentioned in Deuteronomy 33 was to make the atoning sacrifices. Priests were to keep the fire going on the altar for the daily sacrifices. In the ritual, they were to collect and sprinkle the blood in the appropriate place, wash all the parts and the instruments with water, and burn the appropriate parts of the offerings. All this necessarily involved their communication with the worshipper, pronouncing God's forgiveness or God's acceptance of the offering, giving counsel or instruction on reparations and vows, and declaring the blessing when atonement was made. In short, the priests had to ensure that people could get to God at any time through the provision of the sacrifice. This is a true worship leader.
Taking Care of the Holy Things
The priests also were entrusted with guarding and caring for the sanctuary and all that was in it. In the wilderness the Levites encamped around the tent (Num. 1:53; 3:23, 29, 35), and Aaron's sons were posted at the entrance (Num. 3:38). When the shrine was to be moved, the priestly families moved with it and carried it (Num. 4:5-20; Dent. 10:8).3 All the priests had a part in the daily routine of caring for the altar, trimming the lamps, preparing the incense, serving as gatekeepers to meet and advise the worshippers, and a host of other duties. In general, when they were on duty in the sanctuary, they were to serve the LORD with all their duties and to protect the sanctuary from defilement or misuse.
Now that Christ has fulfilled the sacrificial ritual of the old covenant, worship and leading worship has been changed dramatically. There is no longer a temple and no longer the ritual of animal sacrifice. However, those who lead worship still must instruct people in all that Scripture teaches about corporate worship as well as about individual spirituality that prepares people for worship and service. They must guide the congregation in their intercessory prayers, and they must maintain the sacrifice of Christ as the center of worship with such clarity and power that people are always directed to find access to God through him. As with ancient Israel, all the people of God should seek to cultivate these spiritual services since they are a kingdom of priests. The serious problems that have developed in worship are largely due to the failure of the leaders or to the leaders' turning worship leadership over to those who may play an instrument but are not qualified to do all that is required.
Ministers
Levites
The function ofthe Levites is perplexing. The Bible usually equates priests and Levites. The whole tribe of Levi was set apart to carry the ark, serve God, bless the people, and be priests (Num. 18:2-4; Dent. 10:8; 18:1). All Levites, then, could perform priestly functions in the sanctuary. However, there were simply too many of them to make this possible, and so unemployed Levites were at times reduced to poverty. Deuteronomy lists Levites along with the stranger, fatherless, and widow as charity cases (Deut. 12:12, 18-19; 14:27, 29; 16:11, 14; 26:11-13). But when a Levite came to Jerusalem as part of a pilgrim worship journey, he was entitled to all the rights.
At the risk of oversimplifying a major issue, we may say that the Levites were to be attached to Aaron and his sons to serve in the sanctuary. Levites who were not priests were "given" by God for service. So the vast majority of the Levites were supporting ministers to the predominant priestly families.
Musicians and Singers
Beside the normal activities of the priests and Levites, there were other groups that served the LORD with music. As we shall see in the next part, David organized the Levites into their guilds of music and their specific functions in the ministry of the sanctuary. Musicians and singers from all the tribes were placed under their direction (cf. Exod. 15:20-21; Judg. 5:1-31; 1 Chron. 16:4-6; 25; Ps. 68:26).
Ministering Women
That women served in leading worship has already been seen in the celebration of Miriam and the women in Exodus 15. Exodus 38:8 also speaks of the "women who served (sharat) at the entrance to the Tent" (see also 1 Sam. 2:22). No satisfactory interpretation has been presented for this, but Psalm 68:11 tells us that when the LORD gave the word, great was the company who proclaimed it. The word used in this text is a feminine participle, indicating that it was probably a company of women who proclaimed the message. The idea is one of celebration in the procession: when the LORD revealed himself, perhaps through conquest, it was declared by scores of women who proclaimed it, much in the fashion of Miriam and the women singing at the crossing of the sea, or of the women celebrating David's victories, or even in the New Testament of the chosen women proclaiming the word of the Lord through Gabriel to them (Luke 1). Women were actively proclaiming God's word in the congregation whenever there were such glorious reasons.
Servants
Many other servants were used in the temple as well under the supervision of the Levites (Ezra 8:20). For example, Joshua 9:23-27 tells how the Gibeonites became woodcutters and water carriers in the sanctuary.
Prophets
It is questionable whether the prophets were part of the temple staff. There are hints at some connections. For example, the Chronicler associated the priestly musicians Asaph, Heman, and Jeduthun with prophecy. But the word "prophet" (navi', "prophet") has a very wide usage; the Chronicler may have used its verb form to describe the inspiring singing, for "prophecy" and "singing" were at times used interchangeably (1 Chron. 25:1-6). And if we take the superscriptions of the Psalms seriously, then these folk prophesied by writing psalms. In fact, it was generally understood that poetry was more inspired than ordinary communication and therefore natural to prophetic speech.' Accordingly, most of the prophetic literature is written in poetic form.
There is sufficient evidence that prophets and priests worked together in the function of temple worship. Several of the prophetic works may have been written for liturgical purposes, books like Nahum and Habakkuk. Joel may have been delivered at a cultic ceremony; and Lamentations may have been written for religious services using laments and dirges. If there were "worship" prophets, then their functions would have been to explain the ritual, declare oracles from God, and lead the people in the liturgy. As early as Abraham, the prophet was considered to be more effective in intercessory prayer (Gen. 20:7). Samuel, Moses, and Jeremiah are preeminent in praying (cf. 1 Sam. 12:19, 23; Jer. 37:3). But anyone could pray or write compositions to be used at the temple.
The sanctuary and its worships was the center of the faith for Israel. If the prophets, those men and women who spoke for God, were to address the household of faith, there was no better time or place than in the assembly. The prophetic messages were filled with references to the sanctuary and the ritual; they even quoted from its prayers, rituals, and liturgies. And the cult was significantly informed and directed by prophets.
Prophets and priests should have seen themselves as colleagues in God's service. But they were often at odds. The prophetic rebukes of corrupt worship are not to be construed as opposition to the priesthood as an institution. False worship, false priests, and even false prophets would be denounced alike (as we shall see in part 6). Prophetic reforms were designed to reinforce the ritual and the celebration so that it would be acceptable to God. They served a positive purpose for worship with their messages.
for
Conclusion
Part 4
WORSHIP HAD ALWAYS BEEN understood to be a response to the sovereign God of creation, but now the spectacular revelation at Mount Sinai made it clear that this God was a holy God. That in itself created all kinds of barriers to approaching him; but his desire to dwell among his people necessitated the provision of ways to do just that.
With the formation of the sanctuary, God would be able to dwell among his people, just as he had done in Eden. And where God dwelt there was life and light, blessing and glory, and the provision of all good things necessary for life. But because people were sinful and defiled by this fallen world, they would not have unmediated access to God or his sanctuary. While one portion of the prescribed ritual explained how such worshippers could celebrate communion with God, another portion of it provided the way to enter. Accordingly, God installed a holy priesthood to ensure that the sacrificial provisions and the worship itself were done properly. It was up to those leaders to teach the laws about the sacrifice and the ritual and in so doing proclaim the nature of the holy LORD God they served.
The New Testament unveils the fulfillment of all this legislation in the Holy One himself, Jesus Christ our Lord. His perfect and complete sacrifice not only sanctified us so that we could come to his table and have fellowship with him, but it also fit us for glory and service in the heavenly sanctuary. The Paradise that is promised in the new covenant is not in an earthly tabernacle or temple, not even in a return to the garden, but in a heavenly sanctuary, in a heavenly city, in a glorious new creation. That is the hope of all true worshippers and has been from the beginning when the sinners were expelled from the presence of God. That hope is realized in the person of the Son of God who is both the Holy One and the one who makes people holy. Thus, sacrifice is still absolutely essential to worship, for the sacrificial death of the Lamb that the Father has provided is the basis of our salvation, the means of our sanctification, the focus of our fellowship, and our hope of glory. And proper leaders of worship are also essential if worship is to be pleasing to God and meaningful in the lives of the worshippers.
P A R T 5
WORSHIP
as
PRAISE
The Provision for Celebration in Worship
Introduction
ON THE EASTERN SHORE OF THE Sea the Israelites sang and danced in celebration of their deliverance. Their jubilation was spontaneous and unbounded, but it proved all too brief, for as they made their way into the desert, the music gave way to murmuring over hardships and general dissatisfaction. They had yet to learn how those who live by faith may worship with thanksgiving in times of difficulty as well as deliverance. They would realize that life was going to be a varied course of experiences that would prompt different responses in their cycle of prayer and praise.
At Sinai the Law taught the people how they should live and worship in order to maintain communion with the LORD who was dwelling among them. Their sin with the golden calf made them painfully aware of how much they needed his forgiveness. Thereafter their worship would not only celebrate their deliverance from bondage, but also their restoration by God's grace (Pss. 32:5; 122:4).
Accordingly, a pattern of prayer and praise developed to complement the sacrificial ritual and the proclamation that had come to characterize worship. It was through praise that the enthusiastic celebration of being in the presence of God was most clearly expressed. Genuine praise became the measure of true worship, for it indicated that the one praising had been accepted into the presence of God through sacrificial atonement, was enjoying a life with the blessing of God, was depending on the LORD for all things through prayer, and had come to the sanctuary to share with the community. In praising God worshippers would recapture the glory of Creation when the angels shouted for joy, and the wonder of redemption when their ancestors sang the song at the sea, and the relief for forgiveness when intercession prevented the wrath of God from destroying a disobedient nation. Praise for such displays of glory, power, and grace could be given spontaneously at any time. Or, their praise might celebrate the LORD's gracious provisions in daily life-an abundant harvest, flourishing flocks, or the blessings of the family. Thus praise was expected at the scheduled seasons of worship when the people gathered in the presence of the LORD of heaven and earth to give thanks.
C H A P T E R 1 3
Seasonal Celebrations
Scheduled Worship
Worship and Time
Time-regulated worship has always had numerous benefits for the people of God. First, it helps people subordinate all the experiences of life to the Lord. Because the day belonged to God, worship was daily; because the week belonged to God, there was Sabbath worship; because the month belonged to God, there were new moon observances; and because the years belonged to God, there was seasonal worship, festivals, Sabbath years, and a jubilee. In time-regulated celebrations, the people acknowledged that God was sovereign over all things, even time itself, and that those times were gifts from God. Many in the church also have kept hours, days, weeks, and seasons for various occasions of prayer and thanksgiving.2
Third, a slate of scheduled worship helps make the believing community distinct from the world. The secular world follows its cycle of life, but the people of God have a holy calendar. Certainly there was some overlap when both systems were tied to the agricultural year, but the religious year followed the festivals, beginning in the spring with Passover. The faithful were inclined to refer to dates by the festivals rather than by other references (e.g., Acts 20:6, 16). It was a way of saying that one's life was ordered more by God's dealings in human affairs than by secular timetables. Likewise, in the church when there is a calendar of religious observances, worshippers can relate their lives to a balanced worship of God throughout the year.
Fourth, scheduled worship provides believers with the opportunity of fulfilling their religious duties regularly. With Israel's three festivals, the tithes for each harvest could be paid at intervals. Perhaps more importantly, several appointed times of worship ensured that the priests and their families, as well as the poor, would be able to live off God's bounty at the harvests.
Fifth, prescribed communal gatherings at regular intervals foster unity among the people. They draw people out of their individual pursuits and bring them together at the right times. As one people, having one Lord and one faith, Israel would gather in the presence of their God at shared occasions, and there they would renew their common identity as they prayed together, praised together, and ate together from the holy food. And there they would be reminded of their covenant responsibilities to each other under God. The struggle today is to keep worship from being a private and individual activity, which undermines what worship is all about.
Sixth, scheduled convocations provide opportunities for greater praise and glory. In Israel, as today, at such occasions the celebration was greater, the ritual more elaborate, the music more glorious, and the opportunity for service almost unlimited. Just being in the sanctuary would have lifted the people up out of the world, so to speak, but the blasts of the trumpets signaling the beginning of the festivals, the grand choirs of Levites singing psalms and playing musical instruments, and the abundance of the sacrifices and foods in the courtyard would have been thrilling if not overwhelming. The priests would have been there in great number in their flowing white garments, and the high priest in his glorious robes would have stood out even before he pronounced the blessings. The place would have been alive with activity! Every once in a while, a prophet like Isaiah or Jeremiah might have been present to deliver an oracle or a stirring exhortation. Everything would have come together in grand style and given people a glimpse of the power and the glory of the LORD (Ps. 63:2). Such times stayed in the memory of the people when they went back to their little villages and their ordinary routines, or when they found themselves in isolated places (42:4). Individual prayers and praises were important to the spiritual life of the believer, but they were to be given full expression in the celebrations in the presence of the assembly.
It was always wonderful to have glorious convocations, and the timing of those gatherings in Israel made them even more beneficial. The welcome rest and relief from the labor (whether the labor of the week or the season), the joy of the harvest, and the dramatization of their common heritage all worked together to rejuvenate their spirits. But the proclamations at the altar, whether oracles or blessings or praises, ensured that the LORD was the focus of their celebration and the inspiration for their faithfulness. This should be the experience of the church as well. Special services and festivals provide glorious times for worshippers and a glimpse of glory when all the saints will be gathered into his presence.
Holy Days
Daily worship claimed every day for God. The ritual of the sanctuary included offering a lamb for a burnt offering in the morning, and another at twilight, along with an offering of flour and oil, and a libation of wine (Exod. 29:38-42; 30:7-8; Num. 28:2-8). In the Exile there were no morning and evening sacrifices, so people offered prayers to continue the tradition. Daniel customarily prayed three times a day facing Jerusalem (Dan. 6:10).
Weekly worship acknowledged that the whole week belonged to God. Sanctuary worship on the Sabbath required two lambs, the dedication offering, and a libation in addition to the daily sacrifices (Num. 28:9-10). Apart from this prescribed ritual, we do not know what form the services took. The superscription of Psalm 92, "For the Sabbath day," indicates that specified prayers and praises came to be used.' Sabbath services seem to have been better attended than daily services because according to 2 Kings 11:5-8 the temple guard was doubled on Saturday. But the observance of the day did not require attendance at the sanctuary-people observed it all over the land.
Sabbath (shabbat) is normally defined as a day of rest, the reasonable assumption being that by stopping work people would have opportunity to rest and refresh themselves. But since the law commanded that the day be sanctified, whatever was done on the Sabbath had to harmonize with the LORD's design for the day. Accordingly, purely physical recreation would not have satisfied this purpose; neither would simple idleness.' It was a holy day, not a holiday.
The pattern for the Sabbath day was the Sabbath that God instituted and enjoyed at Creation (Gen. 2:1-3). God did not need physical rest and refreshment; his rest meant that he had finished his work and was able to enjoy how everything he had done had found its perfect place in the harmonious universe. In this light the Sabbath day was to be a joyful time when people could share God's celebration of Creation (although Israel oten missed the meaning; see Isa. 1:13; Hos. 2:11). It was like entering the garden of the LORD, there to commune with the living God and enjoy his bounty. They were able to recall what the original intent of creation had been and to renew their hope for a better world. To enter God's rest was a reminder that there yet remains a Sabbath rest. By recalling God's plan for creation, people would commit themselves to serving God and one another.
The New Testament teaches that we who have believed in Jesus the Messiah have entered into the Sabbath rest, the spiritual and eternal rest that the Sabbath day anticipated (Heb. 4:3-11; cf. Matt. 11:28). For Christians, every day, and not one in seven, is to be set apart for the worship and service of the LORD.7 Nevertheless, it was right and necessary for the early church to set a time for weekly worship.' Sunday, the first day and not the seventh,9 was the appropriate choice because it commemorated the resurrection. Most Christians recognize that it is important to have one day a week, at least, for the congregational worship of God.10 Christian worship remains largely a Sunday activity in countries where Christianity has influenced that to be a free day; but other times for worship work just as well.
In the New Testament the significance of these times for Christianity was more important than outward conformity to them. Paul writes: "Therefore do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day. These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ" (Col. 2:16-17). Meticulously observing the rules of holy days is no longer required, for in Christ every day and every hour is to be sanctified. But some congregations follow the principle behind the regulations and try to mark the times with special worship. This at least impresses worshippers that the days and the months belong to God.
Appointed Seasonal Festivals
The festivals in Israel's worship were times of exultation that elevated life above its earthbound routine to its more glorious aspects, as the Creator had intended it. Abraham Karp says,
They add beauty to the life of a people whose vocation is to proclaim the sovereignty of God.... They elevate man above the rest of creation, liberating him from the chains of nature which bind him to unceasing labor and the chains of time which bind him to the here and now. He desists from labor and soars through heart and mind to spheres of spiritual delight. He breaks the bonds of time as he relives experiences of ages past and envisions with the prophets the end of days."
The festivals were clustered around three seasons in the year-spring, early summer, and fall-during which times the Israelites were to go to Jerusalem to worship the LORD (Exod. 23:14-17). Accordingly, these "festival pilgrimages" were pilgrimages to the shrine for sacrificial worship (khag, s.v. khagag;14 see Exod. 5:1; 10:9); they culminated in processions into the sanctuary itself. One psalmist recalls how he "used to go with the multitude, leading the procession to the house of God, with shouts of joy and thanksgiving among the festive throng" (Ps. 42:4b; see also Ps. 100:4).
These festivals were also called "appointed times"; the word (moved) means "a fixed meeting time" or "place" appointed for worship. The word was also used in the description of the tabernacle as the "Tent of Meeting" ('dhel moved). The festivals also were referred to as "holy convocations" (migra' gadosh), or "Sabbaths of complete rest" (shabbat shabbaton). We also find expressions such as "days of awe," "fasts," and then simply "ascents" as in the "pilgrim psalms," 120-134 (psalms of "ascents" or "goings up" [to Jerusalem]).
And the people were truly glad when they heard others say, "Let us go to the house of the LORD" (Ps. 122:1), because that meant the labor of the harvest was over and the celebrations were about to begin. There would be singing and dancing and feasting and enjoying time together. But it would also be a time for giving thanks to God, fulfilling duties, and renewing spiritual commitments. In short, it was worship with celebration, or worship because of celebration.
Festival Worship in the Spring
Israel's holy calendar began with Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread. This was the great festival of deliverance from the bondage to Egypt, and because it was instituted in the spring in Egypt, in the land of Canaan it coincided with the first harvest of the year, the barley harvest.
The spring festal worship began with Passover on Nisan 14;15 it was then followed by the week of Unleavened Bread, and during that week was the Feast of Firstfruits. Therefore, the people had three feasts to celebrate in one week.
Passover would have been a complete experience for the faithful worshippers, drawing the whole person into the drama. And drama it was, for the people were to observe it "as if" they had been there that night in Egypt.16 According to Exodus 12, in the full moon of the first month of spring, the people were to slaughter a lamb at twilight, roast it, and eat it together, along with unleavened bread and bitter herbs.17 In Egypt they were to eat it quickly, burn the leftovers, and smear the blood on the lintel to avert supernatural harm when the Angel passed over their house. It was this aspect that provided the popular understanding of the word pesakh as "Passover."18 Along with the sacrificial ritual and communal meal, there was a liturgy to explain the meaning of this event to the children. Over time this part was expanded to include the telling of the whole Exodus story, prayers, and the singing of selected psalms (Pss. 113-118).
For the following week the people were to eat unleavened bread, and on the first and last days of that week they were to observe complete Sabbaths. This was the Feast of Unleavened Bread.19 How simple that bread must have seemed to people now used to finer foods-and how boring after a few days! But eating bread without leaven, while instructive in its own right, would have made the people appreciate God's bounty all the more when they could return to tasty breads and cakes.
What had begun as a simple religious ritual in the homes in Egypt, over the years changed into a national celebration held in the sanctuary: on each day of the week there was to be offered one male goat for the sin offering, and continual burnt offerings of two bulls, one ram, and seven lambs, along with cereal and drink offerings (Num. 28:17-24). In addition, the first sheaf of the new harvest and a lamb were offered as the firstfruits (Lev. 23:9-14). Israel therefore, by God's guidance, greatly enhanced the festival without changing the meaning.
Passover was celebrated most gloriously at the great revivals. When Hezekiah (2 Chron. 30) and Josiah (2 Chron. 35) wanted to turn the nation back to its historic faith, they chose Passover to unite the people in their allegiance to the LORD. Their revivals did not go back to restore the simple home Passovers; rather, they were the most glorious Passovers ever held.
The Feast of Firstfruits was included in Israel's springtime holy week. On the morning after the Sabbath after Passover-Sunday morningthe sheaf of the firstfruit of barley was presented to the LORD in the sanctuary (Lev. 23:9-14). This added a new element of joy to the Passover celebration." During Passover the people would recall their bondage and deliverance, but with Firstfruits they looked to the future, to the harvest to come.
There is a well-developed ritual for the Feast of Firstfruits recorded in Deuteronomy 26. The Israelites were to take some of the firstfruits in a basket and go to the sanctuary and say to the priest in charge:
I declare today to Yahweh your God that I have come to the land Yahweh swore to our forefathers to give to us. (v. 3)
The priest would then take the basket and set it down in front of the altar. Then the worshipper would declare:
My father was a wandering Aramaean, and he went down into Egypt with a few people and lived there and became a great nation, powerful and numerous. But the Egyptians mistreated us and made us suffer, putting us to hard labor. Then we cried out to Yahweh, the God of our fathers, and Yahweh heard our voice and saw our misery, toil and oppression. So Yahweh brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with great terror and with miraculous signs and wonders. He brought us to this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey; and now I bring the firstfruits of the soil that you, 0 Yahweh, have given me. (vv. 5-10)
Then after placing the basket before the LORD, the worshippers were to bow down before him. Then they and the Levites and even the foreigners in the land were to rejoice over the bounty of God.
The passage continues with the liturgy for the tithes that were to be offered in the third year; these were the tithes given to the Levites, the foreigners, the fatherless, and the widows so that they might eat and be satisfied. The worshippers professed their obedience to the faith and prayed for God's continued blessing on the people and the land (vv. 13-15).
By offering the firstfruits and by paying the special tithes, the devout believer fulfilled the duty of giving thanks to God (Ps. 122:4). The little basket of firstfruit offerings to God was merely a token, but if offered in faith it expressed true allegiance to the Lord of the harvest. In addition, the paying of this particular tithe would have been the genuine expression of gratitude to God, acknowledging that what was given by God was not to be hoarded up but was to be shared with those who had great needs.
The fulfillment of Firstfruits, according to Paul, came in the resurrection of Jesus. Christ died on the Friday of Holy Week, but he arose from the dead on the first day of the week, Sunday ("the morning after the Sabbath"). In teaching the doctrine of the resurrection, Paul declared, "But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep" (1 Cor. 15:20). Christ's resurrection was the guarantee of a great harvest to come at the final resurrection (v. 23). This reality should inspire the saints to greater praise and thanksgiving, just as the harvest in Israel was an occasion for great joy. But the Christian praise has the greater moment: it can be broad enough to praise God for all the bounty of life, but it inevitably will focus on the resurrection of our Lord. The church has rightly made the celebrations of Easter Sunday the most glorious, for it celebrates Christ's victory over sin and death, opening the way to Paradise.
Worship in the Early Summer
Fifty days after Firstfruits (thus the Greek name "Pentecost") came the Feast of Weeks (shabu~ot; see Exod. 34:22).22 This feast celebrated the harvest of wheat and the ripening of the firstfruit in the land; it also commemorated the giving of the law at Sinai, which took place shortly after the Exodus.
The worship activities at this festival included the same offerings that were given on each day of Unleavened Bread (Lev. 23:16-20; Num. 28:26-31). But unique to this feast was the presentation of the two loaves that represented what the harvest provided. The ritual culminated with the offering of two male lambs for peace offerings. Later in time the book of Ruth came to be read at the festival, for its central events took place between the barley and the wheat harvests.
In the New Testament the fulfillment of this feast was identified with the wording of Acts 2:1, which says literally, "Now when the day of Pentecost had fully come." The apostles saw the analogy between what the harvest grain produced-loaves of bread-and what the resurrection produced-the church; so on the Day of Pentecost, when God sent his Spirit to unite believers into one body, they thought of God's plan to write the law on the hearts of believers (Jer. 31:33; Ezek. 36:26) as he had given it at Sinai.
The instructions for Israel's Feast of Weeks also speaks to the Christian community today in another way. It instructed the people to leave the wheat in the corners of their field for the poor and the foreigners to glean (Lev. 23:22). Harvest festivals called for the people of God to give thanks to God for his blessings on life; but their gratitude had to be expressed by their sharing with the poor. The church has failed by and large to make this connection.
Worship in the Fall Season
Scheduled worship in the fall included three festivals: Trumpets, Atonement, and Tabernacles.23 The seventh month Tishri (SeptemberOctober) began with the convocation of Trumpets (cf. Lev. 23:23-25), announcing the time to celebrate the end of the year and the beginning of a new year.24 It was to be a Sabbath observance, a holy convocation, and a memorial. As a "memorial" (zikron) trumpets reminded the people of the changing of the season and the year in accordance with the order of creation and also awakened them to the season of repentance, pardon, and restoration. A "memorial" at a worship festival prompts the worshippers, and God as well, to act on what was being called to mind;25 and what was called to mind was the message of the Word of God (Neh. 8:8).
Trumpets were to be blown on the first day of every month to call people to worship, but in the seventh month there was a great festival of the sound of trumpets. The number seven often signified completion, here the completion of the year.26 But when the people assembled in the fall in response to the trumpets, they did so with the anticipation that at the end of the age, the completion of God's program, they would be gathered into the very presence of God in glory to sing their praises with choirs of angels. What better way was there to celebrate the beginning of the new year than in the presence of the one who someday will make everything new?
Because the trumpets signaled things to come, the motif has been used by prophets and apostles for the announcement of the end times: the LORD will gather his saints to himself with the sound of the trumpet (see 1 Cor. 15:51-52; 1 Thess. 4:16). The fact that this festival occurred at the end of the agricultural year made the imagery of the harvest for the final judgment even more obvious.
Ten days after the convocation with trumpets, Israel kept the holiest day of the year, the Day of Atonement (Tishri 10). This was the day on which all the ritual of worship came to its climax; this was the day on which the high priest actually entered into the very presence of the holy and glorious LORD God, signifying the way back to God. Thus, the ritual of worship (especially on this day) dramatized the reality of redemption.
The day began with ritual for the preparation of the high priest (Lev. 16:3-5). A young bull was offered for a purification offering and a ram for a gift; then the high priest was clothed with the simple linens of the priesthood. Then he was properly prepared to carry out the ritual of atonement-and what an amazing sight it must have been (Lev. 16:628). Two goats were chosen, one for the LORD and one to carry the sin outside the camp (called Azazel) .2'Then, the high priest sacrificed a bull for his own sin offering. From the altar he took a censer of burning coals and with it two handfuls of incense and the blood of the offering, and then he entered the Most Holy Place. He put the incense on the coals so that smoke with its sweet aroma filled the place above the ark; he then sprinkled the blood on the cover of the ark, the place of propitiation, and seven times before it. After this ritual for himself, he sacrificed a goat for the people and repeated the ritual to make atonement for the uncleanness and rebellion of the people. Then he sanctified the tent and the high altar with blood. Next came the ritual with the live goatthe "ritual of riddance." He pressed both hands on the goat's head and confessed all the wickedness and rebellion of the people-all their sins, accidental or premeditated. The imposition of the hands signified openly that the sins would be carried away symbolically when the goat was led away.28
For such an important day of worship, the people had to prepare themselves carefully. They were to "afflict" (KJv) themselves, meaning deprive themselves of the comforts and pleasures of life that would be distracting (Lev. 16:29-31),29 and give themselves over completely to spiritual reflection and the acknowledgment of their sin before God. Without this spiritual preparation, the day's activities would be of little benefit to them.
When the Israelites participated in the ritual of this day with genuine faith, they were made acceptable to God-they were "atoned." It marked a new spiritual beginning in their continuing relationship with the LORD as it wiped clean the failures and follies of the previous year. But they knew that it was a temporary provision, for it had to be repeated the next year, and every year after-until in the fullness of time God would resolve the problem once and for all. We know that he did that by the sacrificial death of his Son, Jesus the Messiah. His atoning death fulfilled all the rituals of Israel's sacrificial worship. His being led outside the city to die fulfilled the ritual of the scapegoat; and by his entering into the heavenly sanctuary to complete the work of atonement, he became our eternal High Priest. All Christian worship is based on the atonement, and all Christian worship focuses on the atonement. Both Israel's keeping of the Day of Atonement and the Christian commemoration of Holy Week point to God's provision, the one symbolic of what was to come, and the other commemorative of what happened.
Some Christians prepare for Holy Week with a season of Lent, a time of spiritual preparation. By doing this they relive the experience of turning from sins to receive the forgiveness that God provided at the cross; but they also focus on the significance of living the spiritual life in the light of God's provision of atonement, which will be celebrated annually as well in Holy Week. Even though self-examination should be a regular feature of the spiritual life throughout the year, many find a designated season helpful for ensuring that it is done at all. Unfortunately, without any focus on this in the church's schedule, little if any attention will be given to this kind of spiritual reflection by the people.
If the Day of Atonement was the most holy day of the year, the Feast of Tabernacles was the greatest celebration. This festival, called "Booths" (sukkot; Lev. 23:34), came five days after the Day of Atonement (on Tishri 15). Because it was a harvest festival of summer crops and fruits, the final harvest of the year, it was also called "Ingathering" ('asiph; Exod. 34:22). It began on the full moon of the month and was observed for seven days followed by an eighth day, the great day of the feast (Num. 29:12, 35; Neh. 8:18). The people came to the sanctuary to praise God for the harvest and to present their thank offerings. During their thanksgiving they prayed for the rains of the winter months that would ensure good crops in the following year. Apparently they also renewed the covenant with a service that included both reading the law, probably Deuteronomy, and their response with vows to fulfill their religious obligations.
The worship ritual was the most elaborate at this festival (Num. 29:1240). On each day of the feast, several young bulls, two rams, fourteen lambs, and one goat were offered-some two hundred animals in the week. All this sacrificial ritual plus the singing of psalms and the reading of Scripture demonstrated the greatness of the festival and signified the culmination of the appointed festivals of the year.
The value of Tabernacles for preserving the historic faith was captured by the observance of the "booths." Here was the drama of worship, the most effective way of remembering the temporary dwellings of the ancestors in the wilderness. The people built little booths, perhaps originally harvesters' shelters made of branches and palm leaves, and then dwelt in them for the week to reenact the earlier Israelites' experience. Then, on the final and great day of the feast, they left their shelters and returned to their comfortable homes, commemorating the fulfillment of the promises when their ancestors settled in the land. This provided even greater reason for rejoicing.
Tabernacles also had a prophetic meaning, signifying the consummation of the promises in the future. There was coming a great "ingathering" of the people that would be a time of great rejoicing because the LORD would fulfill all his promises. The prophets predicted that people would come from all over the world to keep the Feast of Tabernacles in the Holy City (Zech. 14:16). It was with this tradition in mind that Peter wanted to build three "tabernacles" when he saw Christ transfigured (Matt. 17:4). But the fulfillment of the promises would also bring judgment on the world. Accordingly, harvest motifs are used throughout the Bible for the judgment that will mark the end of the age and the beginning of the age to come, when the Lord of the harvest will gather the good grain into the barn and burn up the chaff (Matt. 3:12).
It would be wonderfully helpful for the church to include in its calendar of worship something more in line with this Feast of Tabernacles." The point of such a celebration would be the anticipation of the fulfillment of the promises of God, beginning with the coming of the Lord to judge the world and to gather all his saints into his kingdom; in other words, it would be a time to celebrate the hope of glory. Without a regular and growing emphasis on the hope of glory, or the appearance of Christ in glory, or the kingdom of righteousness and peace, or any other way the Bible describes those wonderful promises, there will be insufficient motivation and inspiration for the saints to persevere in their worship and service.
Unscheduled Worship
In the history of the faith, worshipful acts have always taken place independent of the scheduled times of worship, or within the times of worship without necessarily becoming a fixed part of that ritual.
Spontaneous Worship
As we shall see later, an Israelite could enter the courts of the sanctuary at any time to worship God, whether to pray or praise, to hear the teachings of the priests, to offer freewill offerings, to make and pay vows, or to seek the LORD for any number of reasons. The sanctuary was always open, priests were always on duty, the altar was always ablaze, and the Levitical choirs were always there-so "spontaneous services"31 could occur at any time between the morning and the evening oblations.
Christians have to remove from their thinking that Israel's worship was scheduled for a set time each week in which people sat down for the service and then left as soon as they could. The great festivals lasted for days on end, and day-in-and-day-out there were worshippers meeting and doing the many things necessary for their spiritual needs. The courtyard was a hive of activity.
Special Occasions
There were many celebrations in Israel that, although not holy convocations, were religious in nature. The Bible refers to marriages (Gen. 29:22; Judg. 14:10; Ps. 45), funerals (Gen. 23:2; 2 Sam. 1:11-12), and the weaning of a child (Gen. 21:8), but no details are given. A sheepshearing festival could have been part of an agricultural celebration (Gen. 38:12; 1 Sam. 25:2-38), as was the festivity with winnowing (Ruth 3). The crowning of a king (Ps. 2), ordaining priests (Lev. 8), praying for victory in battle (Ps. 20), celebrating victory in war (Pss. 21; 24), and other concerns required religious services as well (Gen. 35:14; Judg. 21:19-21; 1 Sam. 1:3-20), services that were no doubt more grand than ordinary events.
Fasts that were proclaimed at a time of crisis often became fixed festivals for later generations. Judaism and Christianity have certain times set aside for the commemoration of sad events in their histories. In the Bible the Feast of Purim in Esther is the prime example. It has survived through the centuries, and today Purim is a wonderful celebration, especially for the family, as the book of Esther is read dramatically with enthusiastic audience responses.
Conclusion
God established times of worship in order to give the people opportunity to perform their religious duties regularly and to dedicate all aspects of life to him. But among the scheduled times of worship, the appointed festivals carried even greater spiritual meaning. Those times called for thanksgiving for the harvests, preservation of the historic faith, and renewal of the covenant. In all the worship activities connected with these set times, the people would be made aware of the fact that the LORD was the glorious Creator of all life, the almighty God of history, the wonderful Redeemer, and the Sovereign Lord of the earth. The powerful impressions that the holy convocations made on the worshippers inspired them in their private worship as well, for the year was also filled with unscheduled worship activities that met the individual needs of the people.
The features that made the great celebrations so meaningful were a prolonged time away from mundane activities and ordinary labor, a large gathering of all the people together rather than little separated groups, great music (Scripture) by massive choirs and a wide variety of musical instruments, spiritual edification from the praises offered by the people, messages from the prophets, teachings by the priests, dramatic reenactment of events from tradition, special feasts with all kinds of foods and drink that were not part of the normal diet, solemn ritual with sacrifices, the scapegoat, the priestly blessing, and family gatherings and fellowship with friends. In all of this there were the sounds, sights, impressions, and experiences that were unique to the occasions. The people truly did come up higher when they went up to Jerusalem, and for that prospect they eagerly anticipated the journey.
Christian worship has lost much in relinquishing the full use of the holy calendar as a means to worship and reducing the special occasions to special but similar services rather than developing more glorious periods of celebrations. Such observances throughout the year help worshippers relive events in the heritage of the faith and develop a sense of communion with the saints of all ages. Only when worshippers begin to see how creation and redemption inform their use of time will they fully appreciate what it means to enter into the Lord's rest and enjoy fellowship with the holy God, and with one another in Christ. When this happens, worship will find new life through the greater variety of experiences and occasions for celebration. When worship becomes a celebration in every sense of the word, then people might actually be glad when it is time to go to the house of the Lord.
C H A P T E R 1 4
A Place
for
Praise
FROM THE BEGINNING GOD HAD made his presence central to the life and worship of his people,' and the symbol of this presence was the Holy Place, the central sanctuary (Dent. 12:10-26). We have studied the sanctuary as the place of sacrificial ritual; now we must observe how it was also a house of prayer and a place of praise. Of course, people could pray and praise anywhere, anytime; but it was in the central sanctuary that prayer and praise achieved their fullest expression and intended purpose.
Preparation by David
The acquisition of this property came about after David's sin of numbering the people (2 Sam. 24; 1 Chron. 21-22). The LORD chose this spot to announce the punishment;3 and then, when the LORD stopped the plague, David was instructed by the prophet Gad to make an altar there. The account in Chronicles is more detailed. At that time the ark was in Gibeon, but David was too terrified of the Angel who had brought the plague to go there, so he sacrificed on this new site. When David offered his sacrifices, he called out to the LORD and the LORD answered with fire from heaven. The Angel of the LORD then sheathed his sword as a sign that the plague was over. This episode symbolized the drama of worship that would unfold here: sinful people who would appeal to God's grace on the basis of the sacrifices would find true peace with God, and even if they had to endure brief times of divine discipline, through the provisions in this holy place they would find a lifetime in God's favor (Ps. 30:5). Psalm 30, written for the dedication of the temple, is a psalm of praise for the restoration to divine favor. David's praise psalm was appropriate for the dedication of the house of the LORD because it was to be a place where sinful people would find spiritual renewal.4
Araunah wanted to donate the land, but David insisted on buying it, saying, "I will not ... sacrifice a burnt offering that costs me nothing" (1 Chron. 21:24). He understood the essence of sacrifice. Therefore, he bought the spot, built an altar, and offered burnt and peace offerings to God. He announced that "the house of the LORD God is to be here, and also the altar of burnt offering for Israel" (22:1). But he was not permitted to build the temple (vv. 7-10). If the LORD's resting place was to recall the memory of God's rest in the garden, then a man of blood was not to be the one to build it.
But David did as much as he could to prepare for the temple: in addition to acquiring the land, he collected the materials, hired the artisans and craftsmen, and raised the money (1 Chron. 22:2-16).s It was David who drew up the plans by divine inspiration and then instructed Solomon in the construction (1 Chron. 28). But most significantly, David moved the ark of the covenant from its location in the woods to its permanent resting place, the place that would for ages be known as the temple mount.6
Such a time-consuming and costly building project was possible because it occurred in a time of peace and prosperity. Accordingly, the fund-raising was voluntary and generous: the leaders of families and the overseers gave willingly (1 Chron. 29:6-7); and whoever possessed precious stones gave them to the treasury (v. 8). The generosity of the people was so amazing that David exemplified their spirit in a psalm. In it he blessed the LORD for his greatness, power, glory, and majesty, acknowledging that everything in heaven and earth belonged to him. He confessed that he and the people were not in themselves able to give so generously, but they did so because they realized that everything comes from God and they had only given back to him what he had provided. They could not take credit for it in any way; they could only be thankful that God inspired them to give willingly. David then prayed that such a willing spirit would remain with the people and that Solomon would remain obedient (vv. 10-19). True praise must exalt the LORD in this way; and even faithful giving must be turned into praise for the LORD.
In response to David's invitation, all the assembly praised God and fell prostrate before him in recognition of his sovereignty, holiness, and goodness (v. 20).
This blessing of the LORD by David is one of the best examples we have of humility coupled with gratitude; and it set the tone for the spirit of giving for all ages by formulating the appropriate words. There is little emphasis on praising the individuals who provided for the building of the temple, other than acknowledging that their offerings were willingly brought. What is stressed is that it all belonged to God to begin withwhat they had came from God, and their gifts were acknowledging this.
The House of the LORD
Solomon's Preparation
Solomon began construction in the fourth year of his reign, about 966 B.C. (1 Kings 6:1). The fact that the plans had been drawn up by David in accordance with what the Spirit put in his mind (1 Chron. 28:10-19) recalls how God had given the pattern for the tabernacle to Moses (Exod. 25:9).
Solomon contracted with Hiram, king of Tyre, for workers to cut timber and help in the construction (1 Kings 5:2-12).' He conscripted 30,000 laborers from Israel to work in Lebanon in monthly shifts; he had 70,000 transporters and 80,000 stoneworkers in the mountains (v. 15); and he appointed 3,300 overseers (v. 16). This was a massive project-but then it was for the LORD of all creation.
The Basic Construction
The temple complex was elaborate and majestic. At its center was the temple building itself, a construction approximately' 104 feet long, 34 feet wide, and 52 feet high, with walls that were ten feet thick. The building was divided into the two compartments, the Holy Place, which was the open part of the sanctuary where the priests served (70 feet long), and the Most Holy Place, the place where the presence of the LORD dwelt on earth (the "shrine" or d"vir). It was an exact cube of 34 feet (the ceiling being lower here). At the front of the temple there was a "porch" or "entrance hall" Nlam),9 34 feet wide and about 17 feet deep. The entire building stood on a platform 10 feet high.
The courtyard was bounded by chambers and galleries for the Levites, the musicians, singers, and the servants-as well as for storage. These chambers were constructed in three stories with massive outer walls. This provision of lodgings ensured that there would always be ministers on hand for any service.
The Furniture and Equipment
The same basic furnishings that were in the old tabernacle were also present in the temple but on a grander scale. For example, in contrast to the portable altar, Solomon's altar was thirty-four feet square and seventeen and a half feet high. Another stunning feature was Solomon's laver for water, the "molten sea," seventeen feet in diameter and eight and a half feet deep, holding about ten thousand gallons of water. The whole reservoir was held up by twelve bronze bulls in groups of three, each facing a different direction.10 There were ten carts of bronze, each able to carry two hundred gallons of water (1 Kings 7:23-26; 2 Chron. 4:1-6).
The other basic elements first introduced in the tabernacle in the wilderness were also included in the temple. A smaller altar of cedar decorated with gold was placed in front of the Most Holy Place (1 Kings 7:48; 2 Chron. 4:19). The table for the bread was also in the Holy Place. But rather than one lampstand, Solomon had ten of them. Finally, it was the original ark of the covenant that was placed in the Most Holy Place.
The Art and the Symbolism
The temple and all its furnishings provided everything that was needed for the dramatic approach to God through sacrifice and intercession. Moreover, the way it was designed and decorated reminded people that they were drawing near to the sovereign God of creation. At the entrance stood two large pillars forty feet high with a circumference of twenty feet covered with bronze; they were named "Jachin" and "Boaz" (1 Kings 7:13-22; 2 Chron. 3:15). The pillars may have represented the dynastic covenant God made, giving Solomon and his successors dominion over his creation." But perhaps they stood for the foundations of the earth, giving a cosmic dimension to the domain of the LORD.12 In fact, they were decorated with carvings of lilies and pomegranates, symbolic of creation and therefore fitting for the sanctuary of the Lord of creation." Moreover, calling the laver a "sea" indicated that it also symbolized the sovereign domain of God. But this "sea" was calm and controlled in the LORD's presence, not a force of chaos (see job 38:4-11). The laver was held up by figures of animals as noted above, and around its rim were carved various arboreal designs. All these symbols suggested to the worshipper that this temple was like a new creation.14 Solomon's ten lampstands must have seemed like a garden of trees, giving light and life in the presence of the LORD.15
Inside the Holy Place the walls were covered with cedar and the floor with cypress, so that no stonework could be seen (1 Kings 6:14-18). Much of the woodwork was decorated with inlaid gold;16 and the inside walls were filled with carvings of gourds, palm trees, and open flowers, as well as the cherubim who guard the way to the LORD (vv. 18, 29). There were large double doors made of olive wood that led into the temple proper as well as the Most Holy Place; both these sets of doors also were decorated with fine carvings and gold inlay. God was truly a God of beauty and glory, as this sanctuary, and all creation, reminded the worshippers.
The Impression of God's Dwelling Place
The temple in Jerusalem was built as the dwelling place of God among his people, but only in a representative sense.18 When Solomon dedicated the temple, he said:
But will God really dwell on earth? The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain you. How much less this temple I have built! Yet give attention to your servant's prayer and his plea for mercy, 0 LORD my God.... May your eyes be open toward this temple night and day, this place of which you said, "My Name shall be there," so that you will hear the prayer your servant prays toward this place. Hear the supplication of your servant and of your people Israel when they pray toward this place. Hear from heaven, your dwelling place, and when you hear, forgive. (1 Kings 8:27-30)
So Solomon himself repudiated any idea that the temple localized God. God could not be so confined, and neither had he need of such a place; but his people needed a place where they could find him, where others would pray with them, and where their communion with him would be most meaningful and beneficial." The temple, then, was "the house of the LORD" because his "name" was there; in other words, it was where all the aspects of his nature could be fully realized.20
The Majesty of God
It is easy to see how the temple reflected Israel's belief in the majesty of God. Not only was everything made in perfect harmony and symmetry, but also the richest products were used, all of which were from God's creation. Worshippers would have been struck immediately by the beauty and the wealth: the colors of the hangings (blue, purple, and scarlet) belonged with royalty, divine royalty in this place; the beautifully inlaid wood represented the love and adoration of the nation for this sovereign; the precious metals used in the sanctuary, the bronze, the silver, and the gold, witnessed to the honor due the one who was worshipped there.
All of that, however, was for the one national shrine. Religious communities throughout the land, like local assemblies today, had to work within their means when they built their places of worship (such as synagogues in the later period). Nevertheless, if worshippers want their building to be a place where people can come up out of their mundane routines and catch a glimpse of glory, then how they build the sanctuary and with what materials it is constructed has to be given careful thought. The place of worship, after all, reflects not only the priorities and procedures of the worshippers who assemble there but also the value they place on the holy God they worship (most synagogues were some of the finest constructions in the towns). No matter how humble the place of worship, the preparation and the care of it should say to all worshippers that this place is special, that it is a place that has been set aside for communion with the Majesty on high and that he deserves the best they have.
The Salvation of God
The temple also reflected Israel's belief in the salvation of God. The courtyard was a garden enclosed from the world, and entrance into it was controlled by the Levitical gatekeepers who helped the worshippers prepare spiritually for their journey into God's presence. The worshippers first approached the high altar where the sanctifying sacrifice was made. They then proceeded to the laver for washing with water, symbolizing the purification of life that follows atonement. Further access to God's presence was guided by the light of the lampstands and promoted by the intercessory prayers of the priest at the little altar of incense. But final entrance into the very presence of God was realized vicariously as the high priest entered one day a year. When the priest emerged from that room and declared grace and peace to the people in his blessing, the worshippers rejoiced that their spiritual quest in the worship was complete. This was the drama of Israelite worship: in tracing the approach to God in worship it was also unfolding the drama of redemption. Therefore, the sanctuary service declared not only that God is the sovereign Creator but also that he is Savior.
Churches that include symbolism and drama in their worship also have sought to use the architecture and the furnishings to convey this spiritual movement of the worshippers through the order of the service from the call to worship to the communion with the Lord, reflecting both their redemption in Christ and their ongoing maintenance of their relationship with him in sanctification.
The Kingdom of God
As stated earlier, the holy sanctuary was the place that God manifested his sovereign presence on earth.21 This was his domain; this was his throne room in the midst of his people. Everything here reminded people that this was a special place, a new creation of God in a world that was corrupt and contaminated. This was his other Eden, the place where heaven and earth met, the earthly replica of the heavenly sanctuary of God.22 But this earthly dwelling place of God was also a revelation of the new order. The emblems of cherubs told of the great company of angels that surround the throne of God in glory and from the creation of the world have never ceased to praise him for creation. This kingdom of God on earth was a place where the people of God could come to find refuge from the world outside, to find peace, security, and wholeness. It was, in every sense of the word, a sanctuary.
The symbolism of the temple art and architecture must have been truly striking. Rarely have sanctuaries approximated such a grand vision of glory as this.23 On the contrary, many places of worship witness to the fact that there has been little thought given to what is being communicated by the features, even though almost every one of them has something symbolic present. Churches that incorporate more of the drama of worship attempt to have symbolism for the details of the ritual." Then when the service also dramatizes this movement of the worshipper through the entire process of approaching God, which in itself is symbolic of the process of salvation in Christ," the total impact can be powerful.26
A study of churches that have attempted to do this is instructive and inspiring." Although many of them have comprehensive decorative schemes that are far beyond the means of most congregations, they may at least serve as a motivation to other churches to make every area, every furnishing, and every decoration useful in the spiritual activities that take place in their sanctuaries. This is especially important in view of the fact that the symbolism of these grand churches was inspired by the way God revealed the heavenly pattern for the earthly tabernacle and temple, in which everything was functional for the various aspects of worship but also symbolic of the doctrine that was taught. If there is also a proper emphasis on teaching, the more features that are present to remind the worshippers of these truths, the greater will be the inspiration to praise. Without proper teaching or proclamation, the symbols can easily be misunderstood and the course of worship altered.
Conclusion
The temple was a visible reminder of God's presence among his people and of his saving dominion over all creation. It was where God would make himself known and permit his people to find union with him in their worship. Everything about it ministered to the aesthetic sense of the worship-God was a God of order, beauty, and perfection. God also was a sovereign God-everything used actually belonged to him anyway. Moreover, the temple design came from God in the first place, so that no one could claim the credit or affix blame on the king. Everything about the temple reminded people that the LORD was a holy God and filled them with the hope of glory.
In the New Testament the meaning of this temple provides several important sets of teaching. First, the idea of the temple in Israel housing the glory of the LORD foreshadowed the body of Christ that veiled his glory (John 1:14; 2:19). Three days after the opposition destroyed that "temple," Jesus arose from the dead. Not only was the true temple, the body of Christ, raised up, but also a new dwelling place was established for his presence on earth-the mystical body of Christ, or the church. Thus, according to the New Testament, believers become the temple of the Holy Spirit as the Lord dwells within (1 Cor. 6:19). Everything about their lives must be fitting for the Holy One who dwells in them.
Second, as we noted with the tabernacle, the temple with its symbolic features was used by the apostles to teach the doctrines of the faith as well as Christian life and service.
Third, while we do not have biblical instructions for building churches, nevertheless a number of practical lessons from this material are reflected in the New Testament. When Christianity grew so rapidly, it became necessary to have better places for believers to meet. Practicality required that these places have the appropriate features for the ritual. Symbolism was helpful, if not necessary, to identify these places as special places, places where the Lord's presence was manifested in special ways. They were to be recognized as places in which the central focus was on sacrificial atonement as the basis of worship and the condition for participating in Holy Communion, which in itself reflected Israel's celebration of being at peace with God in the eating of the meal in the temple precincts. Thus crosses and other Christian symbols of the faith became more prominent. The setting and surroundings of places of worship always speak volumes about the beliefs and practices of the people who worship there.
The earliest churches for which we have any archaeological data show a deliberate attempt to reflect the structure and order of Israel's sanctuaries, albeit with adjustments to Christian symbols and services.28 God's revealed plan for the tabernacle was enhanced in the temple and in turn influenced the structures of synagogues and churches. What better plan to follow than that which was given as the earthly copy of the heavenly sanctuary, the hope of glory we share.
C H A P T E R 1 5
Musical Guilds, Sanctuary Choirs,,
and
Congregational Singing
Music in Ancient Israel
The law laid out the occasions and the ritual for worship, but it was David who prepared the way for the full and glorious praise of God in that worship, not only by organizing the guilds of singers and musicians, but also by writing many psalms that became part of the hymnbook.
Of course secular music and singing were common. Genesis (4:21) says that the making of musical instruments occurred at the very dawn of civilization, but this tells us nothing about their nature or their use other than what we can gather from later evidence? When "music" was used in battle, both to muster troops and terrorize the enemy, it included trumpet blasts as well as noise-making instruments (Judg. 7:18-20; 1 Kings 1:39-40; 2 Kings 11:14; 2 Chron. 13:14; 20:28). Popular singing at celebrations would have been more pleasing since it had verbal content and was accompanied by stringed instruments and various horns or flutes. Songs were common at weddings (Song of Songs; Ps. 45), during the harvest (Isa. 16:10; Jer. 48:33), and at the digging of wells (Num. 21:17). They were also useful in making ridicule more memorable (Job 30:9; Isa. 14). Besides songs at family functions (Gen. 31:27; see also Luke 15:25) and at work projects (Isa. 16:10; Jer. 31:4-7; 48:33), there were songs of praise for heroes (Judg. 11:34; 1 Sam. 18:6), harem and court music (2 Sam. 19:35; Ps. 45:14-15; Eccl. 2:8), banquet music (Isa. 5:12; 24:8-9), funeral dirges and laments (2 Sam. 1:17-18; 2 Chron. 35:25; cf. Matt. 9:23), and various incantations (Josh. 6:4-20; 2 Kings 3:15). In David's time, women came out singing and dancing with tambourines and musical instruments (1 Sam. 18:6-7). David himself could play the harp as a young man and soothe the troubled spirit of the king (1 Sam. 16:23). Because of his musical abilities and his many compositions, David was called "Israel's beloved singer" (2 Sam. 23:1 [NIV note]).
The use of music in worship is a natural extension of its force in life. It elevates the singers above their mundane experiences by heightening the tone and expression of their speech and thereby increases the celebration. It also intensifies the pathos of prayers and laments, serving as a powerfully therapeutic way of dealing with the dark riddles of life.4 Bells on the priest's garments (Exod. 28:34-35), trumpets at the festivals (Lev. 23:24), lamentations and dirges in times of sadness and grief (Lamentations), animated songs of the prophets (1 Sam. 10:5-6), demonstrations of prophetic inspiration through minstrels (2 Kings 3:15), or the regular singing and playing of music in the sanctuary (Ps. 150) all witness to the power of music on religious activities. Without the religious ritual and proclamation, the music would not have had the great meaning it did; but without the music, with its rhythm, the lofty and evocative words, and the rich poetic forms, the religious ritual and the prophetic messages would have been less effectual and certainly less memorable.
Musicians and Music in Israel's Worship
David's contribution to the use of music in worship began with his moving the ark of the covenant to where the temple was to be built (1 Chron. 15:11-16), although psalms he had written earlier were added to the worship. For the procession he appointed Levites as singers and musicians, notably Asaph, Heman, and Ethan (v. 19).5 The Levites used cymbals and stringed instruments with different arrangements (for women's voices [`dlamot, v. 20], or with harps of eight strings [sheminit, v. 21] ). Still others were to blow trumpets (v. 24). The leader was Kenaniah, a skillful instructor of music (v. 22). He and all the singers and musicians were clothed in fine linen for this procession (v. 27).
This organization of musicians and singers was then retained for temple worship. David appointed Levites as ministers (mesharetim, s.v. sharat) "to remind, and to acknowledge, and to praise the LORD God of Israel" (1 Chron. 16:4).6 Their ministry thus had different purposes, as these infinitives suggest. The first infinitive, "to remind" (lehazkir [s.v. zakar]) fits the lament psalms, because in them the people reminded the LORD of their dilemmas and petitioned for intervention. The petition frequently called God to hear, to see, or to remember his servants (e.g., Pss. 13:3; 132). The tone and substance of music on such an occasion would be more solemn than festive, perhaps a liturgical lament or a dirge.
The second infinitive, "to acknowledge" (lehodot [s.v. yadah]; related to the word "thanksgiving," todah), is the key word for a declarative praise psalm in which the worshipper declared what God had done (e.g., Ps. 118:1, 21). This had an entirely different tone from the lament, one that would be appropriate for rejoicing and dancing (Ps. 30:11-12). The third infinitive, "to praise" (lehallel [s.v. Mal]) refers to the psalm of pure praise to God, the descriptive praise or hymn (e.g., Pss. 33; 113). One would expect the presentation of praise for the greatness and the grace of God to be more majestic than other types of psalms. Hymns, therefore, do not report personal experiences but tend to be more doctrinal. So the singers and musicians were assigned the ministry of presenting or accompanying the various expressions of the faith of the people.
The various musical instruments mentioned in this and other biblical passages indicate a wide variety of sounds to accompany the praise and singing.' Cymbals and timbrels are simple percussion instruments.8 Among the wind instruments there is the "trumpet" (Wtsotserah [Ps. 98:6]), "ram's horn" (shophar [Ps. 47:5]), the "flute" (khalil [1 Kings 1:40]), and the "pipe" (`ugav [Ps. 150:4]). The major stringed instruments included the "lyre" (kinnor [Ps. 33:2]), the "harp" (nevel [Ps. 150:3]), "strings" (minnim [Ps. 150:4]), "ten strings" (`asor [Ps. 33:2]), and "lute" (shalish [three strings? 1 Sam. 18:6]).9 Moreover, the word commonly used for a "psalm" (mizmor, s.v. zamar) indicates that a psalm is a poetic composition to be sung to the accompaniment of stringed instruments.'o
Among the divisions of the Levites (1 Chron. 23), four thousand were assigned to praise with instruments." When they were on duty in the temple, they were to stand every morning to thank and praise the LORD, and at every evening, as well as at every worship service (vv. 30-31). Thus, sounds and voices of singers and musicians filled the house of the LORD every day; and worshippers took part in the musical celebration in whatever ways they could.
Interestingly, the division of gatekeepers, the sons of Jeduthun, are list ed among the musicians and singers. According to 1 Chronicles 26 gatekeepers were to serve as watchmen as well as porters, permitting qualified worshippers to the sanctuary (vv. 12-16). But they aspired to sing and praise as well. Jeduthun was a singer, and his son wished to be one too (1 Chron. 16:38-42). Likewise the sons of Korah, originally gatekeepers, were also singers (see 2 Chron. 20:19, and the heading "sons of Korah" for twelve psalms).12 Gatekeepers had a musical part in the liturgy, for some of the Psalms are liturgies for the entrance to the sanctuary (see Pss. 15; 24:3-6; 118:19-27).
But a number of these Levites were more than musicians. According to 1 Chronicles 25, Asaph, Heman, and Jeduthun were "prophets" using harps, strings, and cymbals, and they wrote psalms for the hymnbook, which ultimately became Holy Scripture. Because Asaph was the chief choir director, many compositions were deposited with him for use in the sanctuary (hence, the headings "to the chief choir director" in the Psalms). These psalms were understood to be God's word to the people, that is, prophetic compositions; and their elevated poetic form was harmonious with divine prophecy. In addition to preserving such works, Asaph also wrote inspired works for the service (e.g., Ps. 50). Asaph's "sons" (a guild?13) were under the supervision of their father, who prophesied (1 Chron. 25:2); the "sons" ofJeduthun (v. 3) performed with harps; and the "sons" of Heman (vv. 4-5), who was the king's seer, also performed in the temple services with instruments. The order that emerged apparently had David over all sanctuary music, perhaps also as the royal patron, then Asaph the prophet as director of music, then Heman and Jeduthun, who were prophets and seers over the musical guilds who performed their words. At the time that David organized the musicians and singers, he began their ministry of music by writing a psalm to be sung in thanksgiving to the LORD (1 Chron. 16:7-36).14 This inspired composition set the tone for the psalms that would be collected for sanctuary service.
In the Old Testament, singing or rhythmic chanting was considered the most powerful form that prophecy could have and a form of prophecy itself." Thus, when the Chronicler used the verb "prophesy" for the work of temple singers, he was signifying that their singing, and especially what they were singing, was due to prophetic inspiration.
Poetic composition is also used throughout the Old Testament for all the major prophetic books, and at times in specific genres of poetic writing. When messages were delivered in such a majestic and powerful form, their character as divine inspiration was beyond question. Because David, Asaph, Heman, and perhaps Jeduthun wrote biblical psalms, they were also considered "divinely inspired" prophets as well as being "inspired" musicians and poets (see 2 Sam. 23:2). There is a level of artistic skill in music and poetry that deserves to be called "inspired"; it is truly evidence that the human spirit shares something of the divine work of creating. But when those gifts are used by God to communicate his eternal word, the description "inspired" takes on a more specific and in many ways more ominous meaning. The content is the eternal Word of the LORD. For the very words from God to be put into beautiful poetry and set to musical accompaniment is not only one of the most powerful and glorious expressions of the celebration of the people of God, but also a memorable form of the revelation of God. Not only does it lift the spirits of the worshippers as they lift their voices, taking them out of the mundane, daily form of communications, but it also unites them harmoniously in their spiritual service more than at almost any other time. While such harmony and unity can be true of secular singing and musical events as well, in the worship of God the unity and harmony is with heaven, for in those moments the worshippers join the company of angels and archangels in praising the one true and living God, the Lord of all creation, their Redeemer and their King.
Singing in Israel's Worship
In addition to the praise offered by the official singers (1 Chron. 15:27; Ps. 68:25), there was also singing by the congregation (Num. 21:17; Ezra 3:11) and by individuals (Exod. 15:20-21; Ps. 51:14). The Psalms themselves frequently call other worshippers to "sing to the LORD" (shir; Ps. 30:4);16 and the worshipper's response of "I will sing to the LORD" records the natural and expected response to the call. Singing is not, therefore, an optional embellishment of worship; it is a necessary requirement of it. By singing, the worshippers lift up their voices in beautiful words and memorable sounds appropriate to the beauty of the holiness of God. Psalm 33:1 says, "Sing joyfully to the LORD, you righteous; it is fitting for the upright to praise him." Singing songs of praise was, and is, the appropriate and enthusiastic way for the people to tell of the glorious and gracious works of the LORD: "He put a new song in my mouth, a hymn of praise to our God" (Ps. 40:3).
Congregational singing may have been antiphonal at times (recall Exod. 15:21). It would be fairly easy for a congregation to sing a psalm in this way, following the lead of a cantor or choir. Some psalms indicate that parts were taken by the priestly singers and some by the congregation. Psalm 121 lends itself nicely to this arrangement, for judging from the change in pronouns, the pilgrim-psalmist would have sung verses 1 and 2, and an accompanying priest (or pilgrim) would have answered with verses 3 through 8. In Psalm 20 the pronouns indicate that the congregation sang verses 1 through 5 as an intercession for the king, the king proclaimed his confidence with verses 6 through 8, and the congregation prayed verse 9. Such arrangements not only reflected the details of an earlier event but also preserved them for a dramatic reenactment in worship. Writing psalms in this manner made it easy to adapt them to responsive or antiphonal singing.
There were many litanies as well. A litany is a series of petitions or praises in worship, recited or sung by those leading the services and responded to in recurring formulas by the people. This is by far the easiest to incorporate in a service. The earliest example is recorded in Deuteronomy 27:12-26, where the Levites read each curse, and all the people responded with "Amen!" Psalm 136 is more for worship; it follows every line of the text with "His [loyal] love endures forever." It would have been easy for the congregation to take this part while listening (more carefully) to what the singers were singing or saying. Psalm 118:1-4 employs this same litany; it calls for the Israelites, then the priests, and then all worshippers in turn to exclaim "His [loyal] love endures forever!"
There are other descriptive words for the celebration and praise in the sanctuary that are more ecstatic-cultic shouts and ringing cries. The ringing cry (ranan), often translated "sing, shout, cry aloud," refers to the shrieking cry made in the back of the throat with the tongue darting from side to side. Obviously, a cultural shift is preferred in modern services when following the biblical call to shout for joy, otherwise its use would startle most Western congregations and distract from the desired intent. But the point is that there were times when the congregation could not contain their joyful enthusiasm and so shouted words or sounds of acclamation in their worship. In Leviticus 9:24 when the people saw the glory of the LORD they "shouted for joy" and worshipped (cf. Ps. 2:11, "give a cultic shout [NIV "rejoice"] with trembling"). The shouts or ringing cries hardly qualify as music, but they were congregational responses of great joy. Shouts of "amen" or "hallelu-yah" would have been common in the assembly (cf. 1 Kings 18:39; 1 Chron. 16:36; 2 Chron. 7:3; Neh. 8:6). With these the spontaneous praise of the people would be most notable, especially when they saw or heard something new and wonderful. Likewise, in heaven the shouts of acclamation and praise will accompany the culmination of the ages (Rev. 19:1-7).
Conclusion
In the sanctuary the Israelite worshippers could have singers and musicians sing a psalm for any occasion, or they could join the singing in unison or antiphonally, or they could respond with short expressions, or they could shout doxologies and words of praise, or they could dance. In any event they were active participants in the musical praise in the sanctuary, for they knew that it was appropriate to praise God in every way (Pss. 92:1; 147:1; 150). And the sanctuary was the most fitting place for God to be praised, for it was where he made his presence known most frequently through the praises of the people. When the people of God were faithful to give him thanks (Ps. 122:4), the sanctuary was filled with praise from morning to evening, so much so that David could say that God dwells "in the praises of Israel," meaning that he dwells in the sanctuary where praises are given (Ps. 22:3).
It would be difficult to think of worshipping God without musical instruments and singing, for these forms of praising were not only instructed by God, but also inspired by heaven as well. Creation was celebrated by the angels who sang and shouted for joy; and in glory there are and always will be choirs of angels and saints singing God's praises for his wondrous power and glory. In the meantime we who are his new creation must sing our songs as well and play our instruments skillfully, reclaiming the glory and honor that is due him and anticipating the great day of redemption when all creation will sing.18 The New Testament does not go into a detailed description of praise and music and musical instruments for the early church; it did not have to because all of that was so much a part of the Israelite's worship of God. The writers simply assume that such praise should continue and will continue in glory. When Paul instructs Christians to speak to one another with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, he is at the least referring to the types of psalms in the temple hymnbook (Eph. 5:19). By using the word "psalm," he is including musical instruments, because a psalm is a poetic composition sung to the accompaniment of stringed instruments. Through music and singing God is exalted and glorified in ways that unembellished speech could not do, and in ways that are fitting for his holy and glorious nature.
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The Development of the Temple Hymnbook
Most of the Psalms were originally individual compositions written about a variety of personal experiences in the faith. We have some compositions that were never added to the sanctuary collection but were recorded in other biblical books that provided the historical settings that inspired them.' The Psalms, however, do not retain that specific orientation since they were intended for a wider application in the lives of the faithful.
As individual psalms were deposited in the sanctuary, they were periodically arranged into collections. Psalm 72 apparently stood at the end of an earlier collection because verse 20 notes that the prayers of David end, when in fact more follow in our present collection. A couple of centuries later Hezekiah instructed the Levites to sing the psalms of David and Asaph (2 Chron. 29:30), indicating that there may have been two collections in his day. Asaph's psalms are Psalms 50 and 73-83, the latter grouping perhaps preserving an original collection, and Psalm 50 (an indictment of sinful worshippers) was moved by a later editor to its place next to Psalm 51 (a confession for sin). Some groups of psalms may have been kept together from earlier collections with similar psalms added later to the group: the pilgrim psalms, 120-134; the Korahite psalms, 42-49 and 84-88; and the Hallel psalms, 113-118 and 145-150. Whatever arrangements may have existed earlier, the temple hymnbook appears to have been given its final form by the time of the Chronicler.' It included doxologies after Psalms 41; 72; 89; and 106. The present order of the Psalms shows signs of being the work of one editor or editorial school, because it groups the collection into five books and because it follows an arrangement that leads from one psalm to the next by links in motifs or words, indicating that there was a plan for stitching them together.
The Use of the Psalter in Worship
Since a text of the Psalms would not have been available to the worshippers, they had to rely more on memory and prompting by Levitical singers. As in congregations today, people would have learned the pieces that were sung regularly fairly easily and so could participate enthusiastically in the celebrations of the great festivals4 The literary forms of the Psalms, the parallel expressions in them, and the musical accompaniment all aided their learning of the Psalms. The instruments marked the time with simple rhythms, probably consisting of a few notes to cover a line, with the last measure rising or falling, which meant that the singing probably took the form of a rhythmic recitation.
Reflections of Experiences
Most of the Psalms came out of significant experiences and crises that the people faced in their lives. People wrote psalms to express their experiences in greater intensity and beauty, and other worshippers who had similar experiences could draw on them to express their faith as well and gain comfort and encouragement. The confession of sin, Psalm 51, is one passage that has been used by almost everyone.
One of the most commonly shared experiences would have been the payment of vows in the sanctuary, such as the firstfruits, or the dedication offering, or the tithes. After these were presented to God and the priestly ritual enacted, the worshippers would attest to their faith with the appropriate words (Dent. 26:1-11), giving thanks to God for the good gifts of life, especially the harvest. For that, a harvest song like Psalm 65 may have been used. They then would swear that they had fulfilled their obligations (Dent. 26:12-15), and perhaps renew their dedication to do God's will, using the words of Psalm 40:6-8.
A second experience that called for prayer and praise was personal illness. Faced with a physical crisis, and possibly death, the devout would pray to God for healing, promising to praise him if and when he was delivered. The lament psalms in which the sufferer cried to God for healing and restoration of life would have been widely used by others (see Pss. 6; 38); they included the lament and the cry for help, but also the praise to be given to God once the prayer was answered. This section of praise, a rehearsal of what would be said, formed a vow to God. Once fully recovered the worshippers would bring the appropriate offerings (Lev. 12-15) and then pay their vows by offering thanksgiving to God for healing them and restoring them to life (Pss. 30:2; 118:13-18; Isa. 38:9-20).
Another experience that prompted psalm writing was deliverance from danger. Various psalms tell how the worshipper found a place of safety in the sanctuary, perhaps fleeing from enemies, thus making the temple truly a sanctuary (for God's provision of sanctuary, see also Exod. 21:12-14; Dent. 19:1-13; 1 Kings 1:49-53; 2:28-35). Some would speak of taking refuge in the LORD so that their life was spared from harm and danger (Pss. 91; 142); and even though the psalmists might not have been completely free from their danger when they wrote, they had faith in God's ultimate protection. But besides being a place of safety, the sanctuary enabled the troubled soul to regain a proper perspective on the inequities of life (Ps. 73).
False accusations provided another reason for prayer. People frequently cried out to God for vindication and then recorded with their prayers their confident trust for others to share. For example, Psalms 43 and 26 call on God to vindicate the psalmist; others express the hope that righteous leaders will plead the cause of the widow and the orphan (Ps. 72). This frequent theme in the Bible indicates that there were serious legal problems in the land, and very often only through prayer could people find hope, and only by hearing the praises of others could they be encouraged to keep on praying.
There were many other occasions for which psalms were written and used over the years apart from these kinds of individual experiences. For example, several formed part of the royal liturgy-a king's coronation (Ps. 2), his wedding (Ps. 45), or the charter by which he would reign (Ps. 101).6 Other psalms were written in the genre of wisdom literature, reminding people of the important choices in life (e.g., Pss. 1; 49; 73). Historical psalms in the form of hymns were probably used at the festivals when the history of the people was rehearsed (e.g., Pss. 105-106). And prophetic psalms also may have accompanied the great festivals when the people renewed the covenant with their God who someday would establish his dominion with the power and the glory he displayed at Sinai (Pss. 93; 97-98; 110). These and a number of other types of psalms in the Psalter, written by individuals out of their triumphs and their tragedies, made it possible for the collection to receive a wide and varied use by other believers, as well as the whole congregation in its scheduled convocations.
Set Prayers and Praises
Once the Psalms were deposited in the temple, they provided set prayers and praises for the scheduled times of worship. It is hard to know exactly how the Psalter was used in organized worship, but from later Jewish traditions we learn how many of them were assigned for daily worship. For instance, on Sunday, Psalm 24 was used; on Monday, Psalm 48; on Tuesday, Psalm 82; on Wednesday, Psalm 94; on Thursday, Psalm 81; on Friday, Psalm 93; and on Saturday, Psalm 92 (see its title).' In addition to daily offices, the Psalms also were appointed for the festivals. The pilgrim psalms, 120-134, were to be sung when the people went up to Jerusalem for the three main festivals. Because of frequent use, the pilgrims would have known these songs fairly well, especially since they were accompanied by priests or Levites going up to Jerusalem.'
But the Psalter also was put to liturgical use during all the great services,' especially to accompany the ritual of the sacrifices." The evidence for this comes mostly from later Jewish tradition, but it more than likely reflects ancient traditions. For example, Oesterley summarizes this tradition about the Psalms at Passover:
The great importance of the "Hallel"" in the temple worship can be seen by its place during the great Festivals. When the Passover lambs had been slain, two rows of priests were drawn up in the Court of the Priests, in which the great altar stood; they received into gold and silver bowls the blood from the lambs which the head of each family had to offer at this feast. These bowls were passed up to the officiating priest at the great altar; as he received each bowl he emptied it at the base of the altar, and then handed the empty bowl back. The ceremony lasted from the ninth until the eleventh hour (i.e., 3-5 PM), and during it the "Hallel" was sung by the Levites. The congregation repeated the first clause of each of the six psalms, and after every other clause or line they shouted "Hallelujah"; when they came to the last of the six (Ps. 118), they repeated not only the first clause, and shouted "Hallelujah" after each clause, but they also repeated after the Levites the three clauses contained in verses 25-26:
The "Hallel" was repeated in this way until the whole ceremony was completed.12
Other texts from Jewish tradition show that a large number of the Psalms were used for all the festivals and therefore are in the fullest sense songs of praise." While prayers seem to reflect individual yet shared experiences, the praise psalms were intended to be delivered in the assembly. Thus, the cycle of prayer and praise would be completed in the assembly of worshippers.
Conclusion
The church could use the Psalter much more effectively than it does. It is true that some churches read a psalm or two in the daily readings, and others use parts of psalms set to contemporary music. Psalms used to be sung as the hymns of the church well into the modern times, but then they were gradually replaced by modern hymns and songs. Now even these great hymns of the church are being replaced by shorter songs and repetitious choruses. In each period the hymns and songs have been a reflection of the circumstances of the times in which they were written.14 If the Psalter were restored to a prominent place in worship, it would put more of the Word of God on the lips of worshippers, teach people how to pray and praise, and strengthen and encourage their faith.15 With proper instruction and guidance, the Psalms could be read creatively, used appropriately with ritual, prayed as prayers, sung or said as prayers and praises," and adapted to creeds, litanies, and exclamatory responses as frequent parts of a worship service.17 Church leaders must teach people how to pray and to praise, and what better way to do it than to study the divinely inspired prayers and praises in the Bible. Moreover, the use of the Psalter would ensure that worshippers would regularly contemplate the holy God of glory, the Creator, Redeemer, and King, in the beautiful and powerful ways that he chose to reveal himself.
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WITH THIS SURVEY OF THE PRAYERS and praises found in the hymnbook now in mind, we can begin to assemble the complete picture of Israel's worship. We can bring together in our thinking the many-faceted ministry of the altar and the array of proclamations that made up the ministry of the word. No ritual act in the sanctuary would have been performed, whether at a great festival or a simple assembly, without the words of interpretation and proclamation. And none of it would have been worth doing without a vision of God's glory. All the aspects of Israel's worship came together in the full communion with the living God, best exemplified in the sacrifice of praise (Ps. 50:14; see also Heb. 13:15).
Now, from the biblical writings themselves, we can capture the spirit of the people as they ascended the hill of Zion to behold the power and the glory of God, to praise him, to pray to him, to hear from him, to eat at his table in communion, and to renew their covenant commitments to him. With all these reasons to go to the sanctuary, that Holy Place became the central focus of the people of God.
And what a focus it was! There in the sanctuary-that other Edenworshippers would have been caught up with the dramatic ritual of sacrificing animals, the smell of roasting meat and the sweet aroma of the incense ascending to heaven, the startling sight of blood being dashed at the side of the altar, the refreshing feel of pure water running over their hands and their feet, the scores of baskets of fresh produce, grains, and breads, olive oil in abundance for the sanctuary, and the glorious music of the skilled musicians and singers. It was all part of the Israelites' cycle of life, beginning with their anticipation of ascending to Jerusalem to commune with God and culminating in his blessing through the words of the high priest.' This was their life. Everything else was secondary.
Anticipation of and Preparation for the Worship of God
When the worship of the LORD was right and good, the faithful earnestly desired to be there (Ps. 63:1). To join the procession to the sanctuary for the great celebrations was a delight eagerly anticipated. When people found themselves separated from the sanctuary, they fondly recalled how they used to go with the multitudes to the house of God with shouts of joy, and they longed to be able to do that again (Ps. 42:2). The more they reflected on all the blessings that were in store for them there, the more they desired to return and remain there for the rest of their days (Ps. 23:6).
This happy longing was present even when they were not prevented from going. When it was time to go to the festivals for worship, the people were filled with joy (Ps. 122:1). When their souls yearned for the living God, thoughts of his lovely dwelling place intensified their anticipation (Ps. 84:1-2). How lucky the sparrow that could live near the altar of the LORD! How blessed the Levites who remained in the courts to praise (vv. 3-4)! If only they could be doorkeepers for the sanctuary, the pilgrims thought, they would be more than satisfied in his presence (v. 10)!
As the people of God made their way to the city of God with their families and friends, they would sing the pilgrim psalms and the songs of Zion in praise of their God and as witness to their faith and hope.2 These songs give us some wonderful glimpses of their thoughts and feelings as they went up to Jerusalem every year to worship the LORD: their apprehension at the thought of traveling through the dangerous hills (Ps. 121:1-2) and the welcome assurance of divine protection (vv. 3-8); their thrill at actually standing within the gates of Jerusalem (Ps. 122:2); the sense of security in the LORD, vividly illustrated by the hills surrounding Jerusalem (Ps. 125:1-2); the joy in the providence of God and his provision of children (Ps. 127:3-5); the comfort in knowing that in this holy place one could find forgiveness from God (Ps. 130:4), hope in the LORD (Ps. 131), and unity among believers (Ps. 133); the expectation that righteous priests and a triumphant king would again be present, worshipping in God's presence (Ps. 132); and in it all the joy of lifting hearts and hands to heaven in praise of God. The celebration was even greater after seventy years in exile and the painful but successful labor of encouraging others to join them (Ps. 126).
They came in throngs to enter his gates with thanksgiving and his courts with praise (Ps. 100:4-5), because they believed that "he is good" and that his loyal love "endures forever" (Pss. 118:1-4; 136). They would approach the sanctuary as the righteous had done time after time, calling for the Levites to open the gates so that they could enter and give thanks to the LORD (Ps. 118:19, 21). But first they would be reminded by the gatekeepers' liturgy that only those who had clean hands and pure hearts could enjoy immediate communion with the holy God (Pss. 15; 24:4). So they needed to come with a sacrifice if they were to seek his face, that is, find favor from the LORD (Ps. 24:6), for no one could claim to be good enough to enter into the presence of the holy God. So with humility and gratitude their sacrifice would be bound to the horns of the altar (Ps. 118:27 MT). Then, and only then, would they be free to celebrate being at peace with the Holy One of Israel, the God of all creation.
Celebration and Communion in the Presence of the Living God
Communion with God is a multifaceted gem. We can begin to understand this when we survey the many purposes the people had for coming to the sanctuary.
To Give Thanks to the LORD
Perhaps the most common reason for the Israelites to enter the sanctuary was to give thanks to God. This was not an option; it was a binding statute for the tribes to go up to Jerusalem three times a year "to give thanks" to the name of the LORD (Ps. 122:4)
"To give thanks" may sound simple today, because we say "thanks" so easily, but it was not simple for the Israelite worshippers. It involved the full sacrificial ritual culminating in the peace offering, and that offering was explained to the assembled congregation through the public declaration of thanks to God (Ps. 22:22). The worshipper would deliver the praise while the sacrifice was on the altar so that the people would know why it was being offered. He might say,
Then the thankful worshipper would tell his story; and the Levites were always to be prepared to "give thanks" in song when the person finished. Then the worshipper, family and friends, priests and singers, and any poor people present would eat the peace offering as a communal meal (Lev. 7:11-18; Ps. 22:26-29; cf. Exod. 24:11). But they would know why they were eating!
In biblical studies psalms of thanksgiving are called "declarative praise" psalms. The translation of the noun (toddh) and verb (yadah) as "thanksgiving" and "give thanks" needs clarification? The words indicate that this form of praise was a public acknowledgment, what we might call a testimony except for the fact that it required an elaborate ritual to go with it. It was an offering to God called "the sacrifice of thanksgiving," with the thanksgiving delivered to the congregation for edification and encouragement (Ps. 22:22-26); and the congregation was to respond to the invitation to praise (hallelu-yah is an imperative-"praise the LORD") and share the worshipper's joy as well as the meal.
The greatest opportunity for worshippers to express their faith in the midst of the congregation was through this public praise. Although such praise has been abandoned by most churches,' it was required by God. It was never a supplement to the ordinary worship; it was the life of that worship. And it was not replaced by the choirs or the singing; they complemented it and responded to it (Ps. 30:4).
The cycle of prayer and thanksgiving that emerges would follow this sequence: (1) During the time of need the believer prayed to the LORD and vowed to give thanks to him when the prayer was answered (e.g., Ps. 51:13-17).6 (2) When it was time for this praise, a peace offering (as well as the sin and burnt offerings) had to be brought to be shared with the congregation-it cost people to praise. (3) The public thanksgiving was declared in the congregation while the peace offering was being roasted for the communal meal. In this way the vow was paid.7 (4) All those present benefited from the thanksgiving by sharing this meal, but they first had to hear why they were going to eat together. This was not a common meal; it was a holy meal in a holy place. It is easy to see how individual praise was the heart and soul of communal worship.
Westermann explains why this biblical idea of praise is superior to the modern practice of saying "thanks."8 First, praise is offered in a public forum, whereas expressing "thanks" does not necessarily have or need this forum. To the Israelites, it was a sin to fail to acknowledge God publicly, for God had blessed them in order that they might do just that.
Second, praise elevates the object of the praise, but thanksgiving may not. Genuine praise looks away from the self and focuses on the LORDhe is to be exalted and his works are to be described and lauded ("He lifted me up from the miry pit") so that people will be drawn to him. But the person saying "thank you" is the subject of the sentence (" [I] thank you, LORD"). The less focus there is on the speaker and the more there is on the object of the praise, the greater the praise.
Third, true praise is never routine. Lewis observed that people naturally talk about things that they enjoy because that is part of the enjoyment. Therefore, when the teaching of the church reminds us that our chief end is to glorify God and enjoy him forever, we understand that these are one and the same.9 If people glorify God, they are enjoying him; and if they are not enjoying him, they will not glorify him-except when compelled to do so in congregational singing.
Fourth, individual praise is edifying. It should encourage and instruct other people in the light of what the one praising has learned through the experience.
Fifth, praise is magnanimous. In offering the sacrifice of praise, the Israelite would share the bounty of God with others, especially those yet to be blessed, because the evidence of gratitude is generosity. After all, what he received, what he was praising for, was a gift from God. Therefore, if praise is being given properly, the needs of others will not be overlooked. The same connection between praise and sharing is reiterated in Hebrews 13:15-16.
This kind of praising is almost nonexistent in today's churches. It has been replaced by artificial times of "fellowship" and set times of "worship music" (although some have tried to approach it with smaller groups). A service with the routine singing of formal hymns and old favorites, or a steady diet of repetitious, experiential songs, or the performance of a good choir, no matter how meaningful these might be, falls short of God's design for believers to express their faith by offering individual praise to God in public so that a spiritual community might develop.
To Pay Vows
People also went up to the sanctuary to make vows to the LORD (1 Sam. 1) or to pay their vows in the public forum (as in Deut. 26:1-15; Acts 21:20-26). Giving an individual acknowledgment, the sacrifice of praise, was one way to fulfill a vow, as we have seen. But there were other kinds of vows that were to be completed properly in the presence of the LORD with the same ritual of the peace offering for a communal meal (Lev. 7:16).
There is no formally worded statement to be used in the sanctuary when one fulfilled a vow, but it is hard to imagine such moments without something significant being said. Hannah gives us the type of declaration that would have been made (1 Sam. 1:11, 21-28). She had vowed to give the child Samuel to the LORD, so when she brought him to Eli, she said, "I prayed for this child, and the LORD has granted me what I asked of him.... For his whole life he will be given over to the LORD" (vv. 27-28). Likewise the fulfillment of the Nazirite vow would have included a declaration of some sort (Num. 6:13-21).
To Offer Praise to God
A third reason people went up to the sanctuary was to praise God. This was not the individual thanksgiving (todah) given for an answer to prayer but a hymn of praise (halal) to God.10 The hymn, whether said or sung, is a more general description of who God is and what he has done; hence, it is called the descriptive praise psalm. Even though it differed in form and content from the todah, the nature of biblical praise applies here as well.
The hymn begins with the worshipper calling others to join in praising God (this could be as brief as "praise the LORD" [hallelu-yah]); then it focuses on the reason for the praise, which is almost always some demonstration of the greatness and the grace of God; and it concludes with a prayer, a lesson, or a renewed call to praise. The devout Israelites never tired of singing hymns to God's majesty as Creator (Pss. 8; 33), Redeemer (Pss. 105-107; 111), Lawgiver (Ps. 19), Provider (Ps. 113), and the like; and they loved to extol his gracious dealings with them in faithfulness, righteousness, and unfailing love (Ps. 33). The value of hymns is that they preserve crucial doctrinal ideas of the faith in a way that nothing else in the life of the believing community could. The thanksgivings often included similar descriptions of God, but these hymns focus on those descriptions.
This kind of praise is also being lost in the modern worshipping communities because people do not know doctrine. Even in the music, doctrinally rich hymns are being replaced with shorter experiential songs and choruses.
To Proclaim Their Faith
It was a natural development from such hymns that creeds developed. When people went up to the sanctuary to praise God, they were proclaiming what they believed about God, because hymns that are descriptive of the person and work of God provided people with the proper things to say. Psalm 111, for example, enumerates God's glorious and majestic works, his righteousness, his grace and compassion, his faithfulness to the covenant, his power, his trustworthiness, his uprightness, and his redemption-in summary, his holy and awesome name. Such lists of divine attributes recalled the proclamation of the attributes of the LORD to Moses on Mount Sinai in Exodus 34 and provided the people of God with a rich description of the God they worshipped.
If worship is ever going to recapture the vision of the holy God of glory, it must begin with the knowledge of the person and works of the Lord. The divine attributes found in so many creedal expressions open a way for the people of God to speak about God. The significant point about these early creedal statements is that God gave them to his people to be used as a means of preserving the historical faith and maintaining their allegiance to him.
To Behold God's Power and Glory
A fifth and related reason that people went up to the sanctuary was to see God, that is, to behold his power and his glory. Yes, they went to give thanks, pay vows, sing hymns, and proclaim their faith, but all these would be hollow if God did not make his presence known to them. Thus, David writes, "0 God, you are my God, earnestly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you, my body longs for you.... I have seen you in the sanctuary and beheld your power and your glory" (Ps. 63:1-2). And again he says, "One thing I ask of the LORD, this is what I seek: that I may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to gaze upon the beauty of the LORD and to seek him in his temple" (Ps. 27:4). God desires to be seen, which is why he has revealed himself. But since God is a spirit, he must be seen spiritually.
All believers share this desire to see him in all his glory and beauty. And our Lord Jesus Christ himself desires that we see him, for he prayed, "Father, I want those you have given me to be with me where I am, and to see my glory" (John 17:24a). This prayer, and our desire, will be realized in heaven; but in the meantime, to "see the Lord" is to see the evidence of his presence.
When the faithful declared to the assembly what God had done in their lives through answers to prayer or supernatural intervention, the assembled worshippers witnessed his power and his glory at work; when the choirs praised God, rehearsing his marvelous works from creation through redemption, the worshippers realized the majesty of God; when the sacrifices were placed on the altar and the fire of the LORD consumed them, or when the high priest came out of the Holy of Holies and declared God's blessing on them, the worshippers who came seeking God, that is, seeking his face (Ps. 24:6), knew that he had revealed his gracious presence to them. As the worshippers saw him by faith, they knew that some day they would truly behold him (Pss. 17; 73). Even if their life was troubled, and in most cases because it was troubled, their faith would be emboldened to anticipate seeing this God: "I myself will see him with my own eyes-I, and not another. How my heart yearns within me!" (Job 19:27). Thus, on Mount Zion the ancient proverb would be realized again and again, that "on the mountain of the LORD it will be seen [NIV, provided] "" (Gen. 22:14). At the sanctuary worshippers would see again and again how the LORD provides, and in those provisions that they witnessed, or heard about in the praises, they beheld his glory and power in their midst.
They also would recall God's powerful presence in the reenactments of their traditions. As they relived the Passover night, or as they dwelt in booths as their ancestors had, or as they retraced the movement of the ark up to Jerusalem, they sang the songs of Zion and the great historical psalms; and in those moments they saw how the God of glory revealed himself, and they were thereby inspired with the hope of greater glory in his presence (Pss. 17; 68; 113-118; 132). If they never saw evidence of God at work in their midst, there was not much reason to go to the assemblies. That is an observation we are forced to make today as well.
This kind of spiritual perception leads to meditation. Although people could meditate any time and any place (Pss. 42; 63:6), their meditation would be more focused in the sanctuary. The writer of Psalm 73 found comfort for his troubled, doubting thoughts when he entered the sanctuary, where he was able to think through his spiritual crisis about the injustices of life-the ungodly would be brought to nothing, but he and the saints would be received in glory (Ps. 73:15-28).
Several words are used for the spiritual discipline of meditation. One conveys the idea of speaking in a low, muted tone (khagah) as one might speak under one's breath while studying and learning the Word of the LORD (Ps. 1:2; Josh. 1:8). Another term is based on the verb "remember" (zakar); it can mean "to remind, keep in memory," and thus "to ponder" (Ps. 20:7; NIV, "trust"). A third word for "meditate" is one that also means "lament" (siakh) and so would reflect the thoughts of a troubled worshipper.
Meditation makes a powerful contribution to worship because it forms the Word in the heart of the worshipper. The process begins with acquiring a thorough knowledge of a portion of the Word, preferably memorizing it so that it can be recalled anywhere at anytime. But this demands disciplined study in order to understand the text for its application to life. Then, during the meditation this reflection on God's Word is intertwined with prayer. One talks to God about what God said, but one also speaks to oneself in meditation. Here it takes the form of a soliloquy, certainly self-exhortation-"Why are you downcast, 0 my soul?" (Pss. 42:5, 11; 43:5). The intent is to strengthen one's commitment to the faith. The worshipper contemplates how to plead the case of a biblical idea with his own soul. As Ignatius would say, meditation engages the will and pours out the affections, all for the purpose of maintaining a constant, lively apprehension of the presence of the Lord. Naturally, the circumstances need to be right for meditation. If they are not, if the setting is disturbing with noise and distracting with clutter, then spiritual reflection is almost impossible. In many churches it is difficult for worshippers to meditate before or after the service for these very reasons.
To Pray to the LORD
Supplication is the basic form of prayer, a simple request for a need to be met. There are a number of words used with this sense. One is a legal term that means "to seek arbitration for oneself" or "pray" (hitpallel, s.v. palal); its noun "prayer" is tephillah. Another has the idea of "seeking favor for oneself" (hitkhannen);14 it is related to the word "grace" (khen) and the verb "to be gracious" (khanan). Accordingly, this word for supplication signifies that what is requested is undeserved. The noun "supplication" is tekhinnah, "a petition for divine favor or grace." A third term for prayer means "to entreat the favor" of God (khalah); it has the sense of "mollify, appease, smooth down" (like a child's stroking a parent's face [Zech. 8:21-22]) in order to gain favor. And in addition to these specific terms, we also find "to lament" (siakh), "to entreat" (catar), "to ask" (sha'al), "to call out, cry out" (gara', tsacaq, zacaq), and "to cry out of distress" (tsiwwa'). These words, and a few others, show how important prayer was to the believers, how dependent they were on God for help. Accordingly, true worshippers are people who pray.
Because of all this, several basic observations are in order. First, those who prayed to the LORD (actually prayed, as opposed to saying prayers) were "the righteous," the members of the covenant who had come to trust God for all their needs. As such their spiritual posture was that of a servant-the LORD is the Master.
Where did they pray? In the Old Testament, prayers could be offered to God anywhere and at anytime. For example, Psalm 3 was an urgent prayer by David in flight from his enemies and away from the sanctuary. However, if it was at all possible, Israelites would go to the sanctuary to pray (Pss. 5:7; 28:2; 63:1-2; 84:1-2, 10-11; 138:2; Isa. 37). Even in the Gospels we read of people going up to the temple to pray. The point was not that prayer had to be made in the temple, but rather that the temple was more conducive to prayer in that it was the holy place where so many prayers were made and so many people were praying.
How did they pray? There is a wide variety of postures for prayer exhibited in the Old Testament. The passages are descriptive and thereby exemplary, but they do not prescribe specific ways to do it. The gestures and postures that were most appropriate to the culture and the occasion were followed. At times people prayed standing up (camad, "to stand," in 1 Sam. 1:26; 1 Kings 8:22; Jer. 18:20); this custom was used in New Testament times as well, because people stood on the steps of the temple to pray. But the verb "stand" may have a different meaning in some places; for example, Solomon went up to the platform and stopped (camad, stood still) "and then knelt down" (2 Chron. 6:13). He then remained kneeling on the platform and looked to heaven with outstretched arms.
In the days of Nehemiah, the people knelt down to confess sin (Neh. 9:3) ; the verb used is the one often translated "to worship" (hishtakhawah), which literally means "to bow oneself low to the ground." Such a posture in prayer was to exhibit humility and submission before God (Ps. 95:6), and so people often prayed on their knees (1 Kings 8:54; Isa. 45:23; Dan. 6:10), either with their hands raised or more often palms spread out on the ground (Ps. 28:2; Lam. 2:19). At times they prostrated themselves on the ground (Pss. 5:7; 99:5, 9). The physical posture of falling to the knees, putting the face to the ground, and spreading the palms out on the ground would indicate the earnestness of the prayer. None of this was to be done for show, although it often was; but nothing would ruin the spirit of the moment more than being self-consciously posturing oneself for the greatest effect."
When the Israelites came to pray in the temple, they had to bring sacrifices to gain access. Psalm 20:3 records the congregation's intercession for David with the words, "May he remember all your sacrifices [dedication offerings] and accept [make fat] your burnt offerings." Joining worship with praying was natural, for by the ritual of the burnt offering the worshipper was seeking access to God, and by the dedicatory offering he was trying to please God with his commitment.
For what did they pray? A study of the prayers in the canon shows that they were offered for just about every situation and every need common to human experience.16 But in making their petitions known to God, they were conscious that informed and spiritual people pray for the will of the LORD to be done-their own will being made to harmonize with the divine will as far as they understood it. They were not trying to talk God into doing something that was contrary to his nature or his plan. They could ask for almost anything as long as it was in accordance with what they knew God to be willing to do, either from past experience or divine revelation. So ultimately prayer is the expression of the believer's submission to the will of God in times of need.
To what purpose did they pray? We may observe from the biblical teachings on prayer that those who pray share in the outworking of God's will through faith, that they prompt greater faith in God among other believers, that the one praying receives divine approval for the obedience (prayer is never just an option), and that the one praying will have occasion to praise God for working through the lives of the faithful.
Thus, a major part of the temple worship was given over to prayer-it was a house of prayer, after all. While the aroma of the sacrifices ascended to God as a pleasing aroma, and while the incense burned and added to the fragrances before God, the worshippers and the priest on their behalf would make supplication to the LORD. If it was a shared need, then the congregation would join in a communal lament.
One very specific form of supplication is the confession of sin with its consequent prayer for forgiveness." The main term used in Leviticus for confession has more of the idea of "acknowledge."18 When worshippers brought their sin offerings to the sanctuary, they confessed their sin before the LORD (Lev. 5:5). Confession probably was made when the guilt was first uncovered (2 Sam. 12:13), but it still would have to be acknowledged in the assembly so that the sacrifice would be identified with the sin and atonement completed. A confession may not seem like a prayer for forgiveness, but a simple acknowledgment of sin to the LORD was sufficient to find forgiveness (Ps. 32:5; Isa. 6:5-7). Nevertheless, the existence of penitential psalms like Psalms 6, 51, and 130 indicates that more detailed prayers for forgiveness grew out of the simple acknowledgment. Nehemiah 9 records a confessional service that indicates how such a service was conducted. It must be noted, however, that this service was not for an ordinary sin but for the sin of the nation that had caused the Exile. But the pattern of the service would work on any level. It began with the reading of the Book of the Law, for which the people stood ("rose up" [qum]); then came the confession of sins, during which the people knelt or bowed down to the ground (hishtakhawah); and then the singing of a psalm in response to the Levites' instruction, with the people standing again (Neh. 9:3-5; cf. 1 Kings 8:54-55). It is interesting to note that the reading took a fourth of the day and the confession and praise another fourth.
To be sure, the prayer of confession is a private matter between the worshipper and God; but in Israel there was definitely something public about it because of the ritual. When the priest began the service with a sin offering for himself, the congregation knew that he was making confession-they did not need to know what was being confessed, only that he too was confessing. This act by the leader would have strengthened the sense of unity in the congregation, because they knew they all shared the same need as sinners.
The confession was made to God, but God usually communicated forgiveness by the words and actions of the priest (or a prophet as in 2 Sam. 12:13) and then dramatically by the fire consuming the sacrifice.
Supplication offered on behalf of others is intercession. The greatest acts of intercessory prayer, those by Abraham (Gen. 18; 20) and Moses (Exod. 32; and then countless times in the wilderness), left their mark on the nation. Naturally, priests were to be about this duty regularly as they made the morning and evening prayers; but individual worshippers also were responsible to uphold one another in prayer, whether they knew the exact nature of the need or not.
Intercessory prayer is not a matter of saying a short prayer or merely mentioning someone's name at prayers. Effective intercession requires the interposing of oneself between God and those for whom the prayers are made. Moses' act of intercessory prayer shows what the cost of it could be. His powerful intercession involved his willingness to take the place of those in trouble and in that way made the appeal more urgent and compelling-he understood what was at stake. And he remained in his intercession for forty days! When intercessory prayer reaches this intensity, the one praying actually becomes absorbed in the lives of those for whom the prayer is given." The plight of the needy cannot be forgotten as soon as the prayer ends with "amen."
To Renew the Covenant
Seventh, the people went up to the sanctuary to renew the covenant with God. Through all the worship in the LORD'S presence, the people would already have renewed their spiritual relationship with him. But more was required-to renew their commitment to God. Other parts of their worship addressed this issue when they went to hear from God and to respond to God.
Divine Instruction
In conjunction with the reading of the Word, worshippers expected to hear God's instruction through others in the sanctuary. This would normally be expected from the priests, who as the LORD'S shepherds were to feed (i.e., teach) the flock and lead them into righteousness (Ezek. 34:1-2; and see the divine pattern for shepherds in Ps. 23:1-3). But there may have been a special message from one of the staff, such as Asaph (Ps. 50) or another worshipper who would speak out of his own experience (Ps. 32:8-10).2' And on occasion the people would hear a powerful word of instruction and exhortation from a prophet.22
Since the primary duty of the priests was to teach God's commandments, God held them accountable for that. God said,
My covenant was with him,23 a covenant of life and peace, and I gave them to him; this called for reverence and he revered me and stood in awe of my name. True instruction was in his mouth and nothing false was found on his lips. He walked with me in peace and uprightness, and turned many away from sin.
For the lips of a priests ought to [must] preserve knowledge, and from his mouth men should seek instruction-because he is the messenger of the LORD Almighty [LORD of hosts]." (Mal. 2:5-7)
The priests, then, had the charge of living and teaching the law-the Word ofGod-so that worshippers could expect to hear from God through them. But when this part of the worship broke down, the people fell into all kinds of disobedience, which ultimately destroyed their worship.
At times God spoke in unexpected and sometimes spectacular ways. The "divine oracle" could be symbolic or verbal; and it could come through the priest or the prophet or directly from the LORD himself.
A few times God revealed himself through an appearance at the altar with verbal communication. Isaiah 6 is the most notable example (but this was to a prophet, not the worshipping community). Gideon likewise received a revelation from the Angel of the LORD (Judg. 6:11-24), and in the New Testament Luke describes a revelation through an angel at the altar to the father of John the Baptist (Luke 1:11). Judging from the responses of the people involved, all of these were extraordinary communications, and so we may conclude this was not the normal way that God communicated with his people during worship.
Similarly, prophets, priests, or Levites occasionally spoke for God in declaring an oracle of salvation, that is, the Word of the LORD, to the person or persons praying. For example, in 2 Samuel 12:13 Nathan declared the oracle of forgiveness to David, and in 2 Chronicles 20:1417 the Spirit came upon a Levite to declare that the king's prayer was answered. These too would not be the normal expectation of worshippers going up to the temple, although everyone might have hoped for such a dramatic revelation.
Another way that God spoke to the worshipping community was through a prophet's message. Prophets were powerful because they spoke for God. And because their messages were perceived to be direct communication from God, many of them were preserved in the collections of the holy books. Consequently, God still instructs believers through the words of the prophets.
Faithful Commitments
When God speaks, he demands a response. The kind of response he wants was exemplified by the Exodus community, who made a commitment to obey the Word of the LORD (Exod. 24:3, 7). Such commitments are necessary in worship; they express compliance with specific teachings from God. Other responses like "Amen," or some creedal statement, or shout of acclamation, declare agreement with and loyalty to the covenant God in general.
As time passed the words of Deuteronomy 6:4 became a fixed statement of commitment as well as faith-"Hear 0 Israel: Yahweh is our God, Yahweh alone." Then the worshippers were instructed to love the LORD wholeheartedly.26 Love for the LORD was clearly the primary motivation for the faith and obedience of Israel; the true worshipper loved the LORD. Without the commitment to obey, any celebration of praise meant nothing; with it, the worshippers committed themselves to living out their faith in society, championing righteousness and justice, and meeting the needs of the widow, the orphan, the needy, and the stranger (see Isa. 1:16-20).
In this statement from Deuteronomy, as well as in others, it is almost impossible to distinguish the creedal formula from the commitment vow. Even in the rustic setting of Elijah's altar, when the people cried, "Yahweh-He is the [true] God; Yahweh-He is the [true] God!" they were reconfirming their faith (after having wavered between two opinions) and renewing their commitment to do his will (1 Kings 18:39). When Josiah renewed the covenant in 2 Kings 23:1-3, all the people "pledged themselves to the covenant." This implies a verbal commitment, at least, to join the king in rooting out idolatry and leading the nation back to righteousness.
To Receive the LORD's Blessing
Eighth, the people went up to the sanctuary to receive the LORD's bless- ing.27 Throughout the worship activities, the people would know that the living God was with them and speaking to them, both directly and indirectly. But the communication from God that they waited for, the word that completed the ritual and comforted their souls, was the final blessing. According to Numbers 6:22-27, the LORD declared that he would bless the people through the words of the high priest:
Yahweh turn [lift up] his face toward you,
(Num. 6:24-26)
With these words the priest declared that God's grace and peace were bestowed on the worshippers.29 It is called a blessing because God said that when this oracle was pronounced, he would put his blessing on the people. A blessing (b"rdkdh) is a declaration of an enrichment of some kind, whether spiritual, physical, or material-it is a gift from God but a gift that often includes empowerment.30 Here the high priestly blessing announced protection, grace, and peace. That the granting of grace and peace are central can be seen from the fact that they each receive a line and are expressed with the addition of an anthropomorphic image, the shining face of God signifying grace and the uplifted face signifying peace.31
This declaration was to be made by the priest on various occasions but primarily after he came out of the Most Holy Place, where he made atonement for the people. Thus, on the basis of the atoning sacrifice, the blessing of God granted the people grace and peace. This was no mere greeting or wish; it was not a prayer.32 The high priest was instructed by God to use this blessing when he saw the faith and the ritual combined in the proper way, and he had the word from the LORD promising that they would be blessed-for sure! The worshippers would go away knowing they had received grace and were at peace with God. The words were efficacious only because they were God's words being communicated to the worshippers under the proper circumstances. The priest himself did not have the power to bless otherwise.
So when the high priest pronounced the blessing as a part of the ritual, he was declaring the Word of God to the people. In Leviticus 9 Aaron lifted his hands toward the people and blessed them after the sacrifices had been made (v. 22) and then again after he and Moses came out of the tent (v. 23). Then the glory of the LORD appeared to the people (v. 23). Through the sacrifices and the intercession of the high priest, the people would realize God's grace and peace. Worshippers desperately needed to hear these promises from God when they came to worship. Likewise today, when people leave the sanctuary after a time of worship, they need to leave with an overwhelming sense that they are at peace with God, because they have seen God, heard from God, renewed their spiritual relationship with God, and eaten with God at his holy table.
Conclusion
for
Part 5
THE WORSHIP OF GOD WAS intended to be a joyful celebration of communion with the sovereign and holy Lord God, the Creator and Redeemer. When the Israelites ascended the holy hill of Zion for any reason, they were acknowledging that they owed the LORD their thanksgiving and praise; and when they assembled for their great convocations, they were acknowledging that all time and every season belonged to him. Whenever they entered that sanctuary, they hoped to see his power and his glory; but they expected to hear from his Word that was read or used in the instructions and exhortations, to commune with him through the atoning ritual and the shared meal, and to be blessed by him. All their worship was greatly enhanced by the majesty and beauty of the temple, the powerful ritual, and the glorious music and singing that filled its courts daily.
At the heart of their worship, though, was the cycle of prayer and praise, reflected so regularly in the book of Psalms. From it we may learn a good deal that is important for worship.
P A R T 6
WORSHIP REFORMED
Prophetic Rebukes and Reforms
Introduction
ONE WOULD EXPECT THAT ONCE the temple was built and the rich slate of worship activities were underway, the people of God would have been so moved by their glorious celebrations in the presence of the living God that they would have treasured it all forever, at least for a few generations. But they did not, as hard as that may be to understand. Whatever the reasons, pure worship soon deteriorated into a lifeless participation in ritual and a growing interest in the baser practices of pagan idolatry. This should not come as a complete surprise. From the very beginning the human race was not satisfied with the good things given to them by the Creator but soon followed the prompting of the Evil One, that old Serpent, to oppose the divine will and turn their devotion to the creature.
Such rebellion even surfaced in Israel at its very beginning. At Sinai while the LORD was revealing his law on the mountain, the people down below were fashioning an idol.' They survived that, but after they settled in the land they constantly embraced false religions, and God had to raise up leaders who would renew loyalty to the covenant (Judg. 2:10-23).2 The debased worship of the pagans had not been eradicated, and so paganism became a viable option to many Israelites for satisfying their religious needs (Isa. 57:3-10). The door opened wide when the worship of pagan gods was sanctioned by the monarchy, beginning with Solomon's building pagan temples in Jerusalem and coming to full expression with succeeding kings making the worship of false gods the state religion. The honor and glory that rightfully belonged to the LORD, the only true God, had been handed over to grotesque and perverse deities, who were but outward embodiments of all that is base and low in this fallen creation.'
Because of these corrupt practices, prophets came on the scene with greater frequency to call the people back to God, warning them that if they persisted in their rebellion they would be expelled from the land. To the prophets it did not matter that such a glorious temple had been built. If the LORD was going to be robbed of his honor and glory, it would not be allowed to happen in the house of the LORD. If the worship remained corrupt, the building was useless and would be destroyed. And if corrupt worship still persisted, God would turn to the nations to raise up a people who would worship him in spirit and in truth (Hos. 1:10; 2:23; Mal. 1:11-14; John 4:21-24).
The proper setting and forms of worship, no matter how grand they may appear or how precisely they may be followed, cannot guarantee true worship. That depends on the spirituality of the worshippers. So God laid out the spiritual qualifications for worship-and they remain valid for our worship today. We too may have grand buildings with all kinds of services filled with lively music and enthusiastic expressions about the faith with a full array of ritual acts, but without true spirituality inspired by the realization that we are entering into the presence of the holy God in a special way, these trappings will be worthless and may even divert our attention from true worship. Concerning worthless and hypocritical practices, Tozer says, "My first [reaction] is that I believe the very last thing God desires is to have shallow-minded and worldly Christians bragging about Him."4 He then adds, "But God in His revelation has told us that He is spirit and those who worship Him must worship Him in spirit and in truth. God takes the matter of worship out of the hands of men and puts it in the hands of the Holy Spirit."5
But even before the nature of true worship was so clearly prescribed by Jesus (John 4:24), the Old Testament had in various ways recorded God's spiritual requirements for worshippers. When these qualifications were ignored, worship became corrupt very quickly; and when worship became corrupt, the prophets were there to rebuke the people and to call for the renewal of the spiritual life and the reformation of worship.' These powerful people had nothing to fear because they spoke for God. Although they were at times persecuted and killed for their efforts, God held the people accountable for their words. And because the prophets spoke for God, their rebukes of worship clearly expressed the divine condemnation of it, and their calls for reform clearly expressed what God wanted the people to do.
C H A P T E R 1 8
Qualifications
for
Worshippers
WHEN GOD REVEALED HIS PLAN for Israel to become a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Exod. 19:3-6), he was informing them that they were not simply another nation with their own God and their own worship but that they were given the responsibility of serving God in his sanctuary and proclaiming the faith to the world.' In God's sanctuary there was to be no audience-there were to be no spectators-not then, not now. The worshipping community has always been a priestly community, for which God laid down very clear spiritual qualifications.' And although these were most directly applicable to worship in the sanctuary, they applied fully to all worshipful acts in private as well, for coming into God's presence spiritually in private was the initial step to coming into God's presence in his sanctuary. How spiritual the people were over the years is impossible to say. No doubt, down through the centuries there have been scores of people who participated in worship but who had no right to be there. Nevertheless, God's Word reveals what was expected of those who gathered to worship, that is, to celebrate being in fellowship with him.
True Worshippers Are Faithful Believers
They Are to Profess Their Faith
Because the people of God professed faith in the LORD, they lived on a higher level than unbelievers. When people came to faith in the LORD, they, like Abraham, were credited with righteousness (Gen. 15:6; Rom. 4:3-5). Accordingly, the Bible describes them as "the righteous," meaning that they were believers who sought to live according to God's standard of righteousness.' As Israelite understanding grew over the years with additional revelation, believers found different ways to express their faith. For example, they affirmed that Yahweh was the one true living God of the universe (Ps. 95:3-7), the almighty Creator and Sustainer of the universe (Pss. 33:6-11; 96:4-13), the Lawgiver (Ps. 19:7-14), and the righteous judge of the whole world (Ps. 9:7-8). Accordingly, they knew that he was the Holy One, whose presence required sanctification through the forgiveness of sins, which his grace freely provided to all who believed (Ps. 130:3-4). So they would confess their sins to him as they prepared to enter his courts with their sacrifices and offerings (Pss. 6; 32; 51), trusting that he would forgive them, receive them with favor, and continue to bless them (Dent. 26:1-15; Ps. 30:4-12). And they committed their lives to praising and serving him (Pss. 27:4; 63:1-5). This is not to say that they did not doubt or falter (Ps. 73:2-14), but when they did they knew they would regain their proper perspective when they focused on glory in the sanctuary (Ps. 73:16-28).
The New Testament carries these characteristics of faithful worshippers forward but adds God's full revelation in Christ to the content of the faith (Heb. 1:1-2).6 A true Christian worshipper is one who has come to faith in Christ and has received the righteousness of God (Rom. 3:22-26; 10:9-10; Eph. 2:8-9). We may not know exactly when it happened or how it happened, but there was a time when we ceased to be alienated from God and were born into the family of God. Although the "righteous" may spend the rest of their lives growing in the faith, and even struggling with the faith, the truth remains that when they came to faith in Christ they became members of the new covenant, embarking on a new course of worship and service as the people of God. Paul is very clear in Romans that there is a righteousness that comes from God, and those who believe in Jesus Christ as Lord have received this righteousness, but those who do not believe do not have it (Rom. 3:20-26). And since without faith it is impossible to please God (Heb. 11:6), those who do not have faith in Jesus Christ cannot legitimately participate in the worship of the church.'
They Are to Proclaim Their Faith
Faithful believers have always proclaimed their faith through their worship and service. In the Old Testament they proclaimed their faith to a listening world, not only by their distinctive worship at the altar, but also by their ritual observance of the stipulations of the covenant, beginning with the signs of the covenant. The sign of the Abrahamic covenant was circumcision, a special act of initiation into the covenant family (Gen. 17:9-14, 27).8 The ritual was a sign that they shared the faith of Abraham. This was not a trivial matter either, for failure to comply brought judgment from God (17:14), as even Moses, the head of the covenant people, discovered (Exod. 4:24-26). While it was primarily a witness of the parents that they were committed to love and serve the Lord with their whole heart (Dent. 30:6),9 through the proper teaching of their children the faith would be carried forward from generation to generation.
The sign of the covenant made at Sinai was the observance of the Sabbath day, and this was to be a regular demonstration of their commitment to the faith. If the people remained loyal to the covenant, that is, if they kept the law, they would be blessed by God and be the blessing God wanted them to be (Gen. 12:1-3). Keeping the Sabbath was not to be a mechanical observance of a holy day, a day "off" from work. Observing the Sabbath days was a reminder to keep the whole covenant with the LORD, their Creator, so that they might enter into his rest.
Unfortunately, keeping covenant signs like circumcision and Sabbath observance is no guarantee that there is genuine faith or that the worship accompanying these signs was genuine. Paul explains that simply being circumcised was never sufficient; circumcision was to be a sign that the person was set apart to God, a sign of sanctification (Rom. 2:28-29; cf. Dent. 30:6 for the same point made by Moses). Faith had to come alongside the ritual to confirm it. The church has the same problem with its signs of baptism and Holy Communion," which for many nominal Christians is all there is to "church." They assume that because they were baptized, perhaps as children, they are Christians, assured a place in heaven and welcomed to the Lord's Table. Paul's point applies to the new covenant as well as the old. Unless there is faith, the signs and the rites mean nothing; but when there is faith, keeping the signs in the setting of worship witnesses to the fact that the participant is a faithful believer.
For the new covenant believer, the first sign is baptism, done once, indicating identification with Christ and therefore initiation into the body of Christ." The second is Holy Communion, or the cup, observed regularly by the worshipping community to make proclamation of the Lord's death until he comes (Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:26). These signs witness to the faith of the worshippers. They are not merely special additions to worship services; they are an integral part of the worship. This means that they should be given much more attention so that the meaning is not lost in the rite.
They Are to Demonstrate Their Faith by Their Works
The signs of the covenant reminded the faithful of their covenant obligation-obedience to the Word of God. It was obedience that kept their worship from being hypocritical and therefore meaningless.
Those who were truly committed to the faith desired to live obediently day in and day out (Ps. 1:1-3). Their commitment was a natural response to God's revelation of redemption: "I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. You shall have no other gods before me" (Exod. 20:2-3). Because he was their God, they owed him their wholehearted allegiance: "Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength" (Dent. 6:5).2 Their love for God prompted their obedience to his commandments, which they were to learn (v. 6), teach to their children, talk about daily, write on their door frames, and bind on their hands and their foreheads (vv. 7-9), so that they would remember to fear God and serve him only (vv. 13-14). In short, the demonstration of their faith was to be a life of obedience to God-they were to live by every word that proceeded from him (8:3).
Acts of worship without the obedience of faith were not pleasing to God. Early in Israel's history, Samuel declared: "Does the LORD delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying the voice of the LORD? To obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed is better than the fat of rams. For rebellion is like the sin of divination, and arrogance like the evil of idolatry" (1 Sam. 15:22-23a). God also spoke through Hosea, saying, "For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings" (Hos. 6:6). Proverbs added: "The LORD detests the sacrifice of the wicked, but the prayer of the upright pleases him" (15:8), and "To do what is right and just is more acceptable to the LORD than sacrifice" (21:3).
Compliance with the commandments for purity, holiness, and righteousness was the expected evidence of faith (Lev. 19:2, 37). This is still true (1 Tim. 2:8; James 2:17-26; 1 Peter 1:13-16). People who attend worship services with no commitment to obey God's Word have failed to see that worship is not a time to merely profess faith with some creed and ceremony but a time to affirm their devotion to the Lord and renew their commitment to live out their faith. For the Israelites to enter the Holy Place and worship the living God required not only their separation from all that was incompatible with his holy nature, but also their pursuit of all that harmonized with it.
True Worshippers Are Confessing Believers
Devout worshippers are not sinless people; they are confessing believers. The Israelites certainly knew this. They knew that because God's requirements of holiness and righteousness were so high, whenever they wished to enter his Holy Place they first had to deal with their faults and their failures. They knew that no matter how hard they tried to live righteously, they had not done all that they should have done and they had done things they should not have done. If anyone, even the best of them, was going to enter God's presence to worship, there had to be a provision for forgiveness.
To remind people of this, priests would meet them at the gates with a little ritual, a "liturgy at the gate." For example, Psalm 15 begins by asking who was qualified to enter the sanctuary of the LORD. It then records the priestly answer, a checklist of ten characteristics of practical righteousness. One could enter the sanctuary only if one had a blameless life, spoke the truth, slandered no one, did no wrong to a neighbor, cast no slur on anyone, despised those who are vile, honored the God-fearers, kept oaths, lent money without interest, and took no bribes. Who could ever claim to have lived so perfectly?
The purpose of such a list would have been to make the worshippers aware of sins that they may have overlooked-the little, everyday attitudes and acts. Upon hearing these things, they would have realized their need to confess their sins and offer the appropriate sacrifices if they were to gain entrance into the presence of God. Most people who went to the sanctuary would have taken such offerings in anticipation of the need, but psalms like this would have assisted them in focusing their confessions. The point is that God would not accept worship from people who were defiled by sin, even if they were the "righteous" people of the land. What God was looking for from the worshipper was not routine ritual and perfunctory service but obedience. And for any disobedience, no matter how small, confession had to be made. Therefore, the real sacrifice to be brought was a broken and a contrite heart (Ps. 51:16-17). Then there could be communion, for the holy LORD God who dwells in the highest heaven also dwells with the one who is contrite in heart (Isa. 57:15).
There was no reason for people not to confess their sin, other than stubborn pride. Once they acknowledged their sin, they found his forgiveness so immediate and so wonderful that they wondered why they had waited so long (Ps. 32:1-2, 5, 9)!
The New Testament also teaches that sin destroys fellowship with the Lord and ruins worship and service. Jesus himself told people to take care of their sin before trying to bring gifts to God (Matt. 5:23-24). Peter warned that even friction in marriage could hinder prayers (1 Peter 3:7). And Paul reported that some actually had died prematurely for taking Holy Communion in an unworthy manner (1 Cor. 11:30). Before enjoying full communion with the Lord, believers still must acknowledge their sins and failures. But because forgiveness is based on the blood of Christ, they can be confident that they will be cleansed of all unrighteousness. Therefore their confession will quickly turn from guilt and remorse to relief and gratitude.
The worship service itself should inspire this: if the service confronts people with a glimpse of the glory of God, if people are made aware of the holiness of God, if they truly hear his Word, then like Isaiah they will be struck with their own sinfulness and their uncleanness and immediately repent and seek forgiveness.
True Worshippers Follow After Holiness
A related prerequisite for Israel's worship in the sanctuary was holiness, that is, living a life set apart from the world and all its defilements. The Israelites were to remain pure in body and spirit, as the laws of ceremonial cleanness and ritual purification make clear. No believing Israelite would (or could with a clear conscience) enter the sanctuary with physical impurities or worldly defilements. These were not sins, and so no confession was required or forgiveness declared. But that which was "unclean" was prohibited from God's presence in the temple, as it will be in the heavenly temple (Rev. 21:27). This label covered anything wrong with this life-disease, contamination, forbidden food, contact with corpses, bodily emissions, or the like.13 Accordingly, if there had been any defilement or common uncleanness, even if unavoidable, a ritual purification was necessary before worship could begin.14 People with lifelong illnesses, such as hemorrhages or leprosy, were never permitted inside the sanctuary. For them, the hope of glory would have to sustain them.
New Testament believers no longer have the temple and its ceremonial laws. But the revelation of the nature of God that informed those regulations remains for us, namely, that he is holy. This means that any worldly defilement of body, spirit, or mind, even if through simple contact with the world system, is incompatible with the holiness of God and interferes with the purity of worship. The New Testament does not prohibit the physically diseased or defiled from joining the worship in the assembly (although wisdom would dictate if it was safe); but it does require sanctification, which we now normally think of as spiritual cleansing (see passages such as 1 Cor. 5:6-8, 13; 11:17-22, 28). But sanctification includes separation from the world and all its defilement. Spiritual cleansing should include at least an acknowledgment that defilement, disease, death, and all other earthly things, whether physical or mental, have a troubling effect on our hearts and minds, hindering our full contemplation of and service for the Lord. Although in this life we have to endure such things, they will have no place in the world to come (Rev. 21:27). Since worship invites us to lift up our hearts and enter the presence of God spiritually, any worldly influences or physical defilements must be seen for what they are and not allowed to distract us from communion with God. Therefore, as people prepare for worship, they should purify their hearts and minds from the disturbing and defiling images and noises of the world, as well as the troubling circumstances of their lives in so far as that is possible. Some things cannot be easily left behind; but in moments of spiritual reflection, the hope of glory becomes a welcome respite. This is why the worship service must recall such a hope.
True Worshippers Are Spiritually Motivated
The Bible records various aspects of personal piety that prepared the devout for communion with the living Lord.16 The devout would meditate on God's Word during the night on their beds (Pss. 16:7-8; 63:6) and throughout the day wherever they were (Ps. 1:2). They made it their desire to please the LORD (Pss. 63:1-5; 66:8-20), and to that end they listened for his voice (Ps. 95:6-7). Their memory of God's Word provided spiritual strength that would guard against sin (Ps. 119:9-16). And when they sinned, they immediately sought forgiveness with true repentance (Ps. 6:1-7). In other words, preserving a spiritual life based on meditation and prayer throughout the year prepared believers for those glorious times of worship in the presence of God. What, then, were the main characteristics of a heart that was spiritually ready to commune with God?
One characteristic is genuine humility." Truly humble worshippers understood God's grace; they depended on God for everything, knowing that everything they had came from him and everything belonged to him (1 Chron. 29:14).18 This understanding left no room for independence or self-promotion. This pleased the LORD, for he was looking for worshippers who were broken of all self-will and rebellion (Ps. 51:9-12). He still is.19
A second spiritual characteristic was devotion to the LORD. The godly person's desire to please God (Pss. 63:1-5; 66:8-20) was displayed in a number of ways: they would make sure their sacrifices were without blemish (Lev. 1:3), their flour and incense was the finest they could prepare (2:1), and their gifts to God were the best they had (3:3; 7:30, 34). And on great holy days they would "afflict their souls" so that nothing worldly would interfere with their fellowship with the LORD (16:29-30). This kind of devotion is not possible without humility. For example, without humility Abraham never would have agreed to give up his son to God, David never would have danced so freely to the LORD in the street, Solomon never would have prayed for wisdom, and countless others never would have been willing to lay aside personal prestige and possessions in order to please God (see Heb. 11:32-39). God was looking for worshippers who desired his honor and glory above all else.
A third characteristic was a generous spirit that manifested itself in the active involvement in the life of the community.20 Worshippers who were spiritually motivated would be in the sanctuary at times other than those prescribed by the law-it was their life. They so enjoyed living in communion with God that they would go to the temple anytime they could to offer their freewill offerings and in the process provide food for the poor and the needy who would be there (Lev. 7:15-16). When separated from the sanctuary, they felt a genuine loss (Pss. 42:1-4; 63:1-8); and when they could join the festal throng, they would be arrayed in holiness (Ps. 96) and shout and sing and dance enthusiastically to show their love for the LORD (Ps. 98). When other people received an answer to prayer, or made a vow, those who were spiritual would be there to share in the celebration. When others were in need, they would be there to pray with them and, if possible, help meet their needs. The truly spiritual worshipper was part of a community, and apart from the community there was no course for the spiritual life to follow.21 If through selfishness or indifference people disrupted or destroyed the value of the community, worship became a lifeless regimen.22
Conclusion
These basic qualifications of the spiritual life are still applicable today for all forms of worship and service. We may conclude with the apostle that those who are spiritual discern all things: they fully understand who God is and what they are, what it means to be in his presence, how they should prepare for it, and what should come from the experience.23 There is no secular life for devout worshippers, not for those who in genuine humility (Phil. 2:5-11) make pleasing God their goal (2 Cor. 5:9). They are filled with joy in their worship and ready to meet the needs of others (Heb. 13:15-16). For the devout every moment is an opportunity for the spiritual life.24
C H A P T E R 1 9
The Prophetic Denunciation
of
Corrupt Worship
Warnings Against Idolatry
Idolatry, the devotion to alien gods usually represented by physical images or statues, robs God of his glory and therefore destroys true worship.' The very first commandment unambiguously declared that God would have no rivals: "You shall have no other gods before me" (Exod. 20:3; Dent. 5:7).2 This first prohibition finds its corresponding positive statement in Deuteronomy 6:5, which says, "Love Yahweh your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength."3 It was appropriate and right that Yahweh, who redeemed Israel from bondage and proved himself to be the one, true living God, should lay claim to their allegiance. But if that was not reason enough, the fact that he was the Creator of all things eliminated all possible rivals (Isa. 44:6-9).
Accordingly, Yahweh was not going to let his people defect: "Do not worship any other god, for Yahweh, whose name (i.e., nature) is jealous, is a jealous God" (Exod. 34:14). The word "jealous," perhaps better expressed as "zeal," signifies God's passionate intensity to protect what rightfully belongs to him.4 He would confront any threat to his relationship with his people (cf. John 2:14-17).
The problem with images, as Fretheim explains, is that they fix the deity in place and time as well as in form and substance. But God is living and active and not confined to any place, or form, or time; he is the eternal God of heaven, the Lord of time and space. To make and worship an image denies these basic attributes of God.' Moreover, in the ancient world making an image was part of the way of controlling the deity.
This second commandment qualified the prohibition further with the addition of "or any likeness" (NIV, "in the form of anything" [temundh]) of anything that is "in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below" (Exod. 20:4). This law might be interpreted to rule out a good deal of artistic creativity were it not for the fact that God himself had the Israelites embroider and carve images of cherubs in the sanctuary. In fact, the tabernacle and especially Solomon's temple used decorations in plant and animal motifs. The prohibition concerned making images to be worshipped: "You shall not bow down (khawah [s.v. shakhah in BDB] ) to them or worship (cavad) them" (Exod. 20:5).' If the law prohibiting idolatry was not strong enough, the preaching of the prophets left little doubt about this spiritual folly. The prophets had always played a significant role in the worship of Israel, providing it with ethical content and exhorting greater devotion.' But when idolatry became so pronounced, they appeared in the assemblies to declare the words of the LORD to the priests and the people alike, denouncing all practices that violated the law and all false prophets and priests who sanctioned the inclusion of pagan rituals.' For example, in the eighth century, Hosea ridiculed the process of making a calf idol out of silver or gold, saying that it would only bring destruction. God's anger burned against the people because of this impurity, and as a result it would be destroyed because it was man-made (Hos. 8:4-6).
A little later Isaiah offered a scornful and sarcastic description of idol making; it reduces the activity to spiritual blindness and self-glorifying stupidity (Isa. 44:9-20). He declared that all who make a graven image are worthless (tohu, v. 9) -idolatry reverses the order of creation and reduces the worshipper to a "waste" (tohu wabohu in Gen. 1:2). The folly of idolatry is that the idol-maker, a mere mortal, gets tired and thirsty in the process of making a god in his image and according to the form and beauty of a human being (Isa. 44:12-13) ! God created human beings to be his image. But now, in the confusing kingdom of darkness, people were making gods in their own image.
Isaiah could only marvel at their blindness. The idol-maker uses half of a log to burn a fire (a log from a tree that he did not cause to grow), and from the other half of the log he makes a god that he will worship! How could anything that a mere mortal makes be a god? If people cannot solve their own problems, then nothing that they can make will be able to do so, for what they make will be inferior to them (cf. Ps. 115:2-8). To find deliverance from the problems of life, people need a God who is greater than they, a God who created them (Isa. 44:21-22).
Of course, in the ancient world images were perceived to be the localizations of gods. It was not the material any more than the form that was believed to make the difference, but the spirit power behind it.10 But the prophets knew that even though the worship of spirit forces was a threat, it was doomed to failure because Yahweh was, and is, the only true, sovereign of all creation. Even false gods will have to submit to his authority when he appears (Ps. 97:7).
Idolatry was very complicated. Pagan idols represented the religious, social, and political values of their respective cultures." To worship these gods was to exalt the ideas of those cultures and live by their values. Most importantly, though, idolatry was the ultimate rejection of the sovereignty of God.
The modern world, at least in the West, is not plagued by a vast array of idols as was the ancient Near East." But the spirit of idolatry remains, for anything that rivals God in his rightful place as Sovereign Lord is a violation of the first principle of the faith. It does not matter if the object is Baal, or science, or money. If it robs God of his proper glory, then it diminishes any devotion offered to him.
The label "idolatry" may be affixed to anything that fills our desires and devotions instead of God, anything that replaces God as the source of security and satisfaction in our lives, or anything that robs God of his proper place in our affections and commitments. Paul writes, "Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry" (Col. 3:5).13 Accordingly, John warns Christians to keep themselves from idols (1 John 5:21). The way to avoid idolatry in any form is to have a wholehearted devotion to the Lord that finds expression in pure worship and righteous service.
Israel's Refusal to Heed the Warnings
The folly of idolatry began early in Israel's history, and it remained throughout its history until it eventually destroyed them. To study the historical accounts in the Old Testament is to study the record of spiritual defection, and to read the prophetic books is to read oracle after oracle against the corrupt worship of strange gods. A brief survey of some of the most blatant periods of Israel's unfaithfulness will be sufficient to show how it ruined their worship and ended their existence as a nation.
Anticipation of Idolatry
Moses knew that after he was gone Israel would turn and worship other gods in spite of his warning that if they did they would be destroyed (Dent. 4:25-28). Deuteronomy 32, written in the prophetic form of historical recollection,14 records a panorama of the nation's future spiritual history. Verses 15-18 tell how once the nation ("Jeshurun") became affluent, it forsook God, its Creator and Redeemer, and provoked him to jealousy with abominable gods, gods they did not know, new gods their fathers did not fear. They even sacrificed to demons.
Even without this divine revelation, Moses would have had reason enough to foresee that the nation would not be able to preserve the purity of the faith, not only because of their idolatry with the golden calf (Exod. 32; Deut. 9:7-29), but also because of their constant rebellion in the wilderness. Because of these sad events, the Israelites themselves should have been aware of how dangerous it was to rob God of his rightful place-the prophets would call it treachery, unfaithfulness, and fornication." But the people seemed to heed the warnings only when they were on the brink of annihilation.
Early Defection
When the Israelites settled in the land, they showed no signs of overcoming pagan forms of worship. Psalm 106 summarizes their idolatrous activities to warn all subsequent worshippers. Basically it says that they adopted the customs of the nations and worshipped pagan idols, which became a snare to them; they sacrificed their sons and daughters to demons, shedding innocent blood and desecrating the land;16 and by defiling themselves in this way they prostituted themselves (Ps. 106:35-39; cf. Ps. 78:54-64).
It appears that the Israelites were simply caught up in the idolatry all around them. In some ways their defection in the time of the judges is easy to understand, for they had to deal with a priesthood that was quickly becoming corrupt and they had very little access to God's word (1 Sam. 3:1). But later, say in the time of Hosea, when the people had the benefit of centuries of temple worship, frequent prophetic preaching, and countless experiences of divine intervention in their history, and they still chose false gods, this was completely inexplicable and inexcusable.
The early Israelites had seen the gods of Egypt, grotesque gods usually characterized by animal or half-animal forms. But when they arrived in Canaan, they found gods that were very human in form and nature-too human. They still found some ancient symbolism: both the Canaanite god El and Baal were at times portrayed as bulls. The bull was the ancient symbol of fertility and procreative powers." The goddess Asherah was represented by her cult object, a wooden pole.18 And the goddess Astarte (biblical Ashtaroth) was portrayed at times as a lioness.19 But for the most part, the gods and goddess were portrayed in human form and oftentimes engaged in the baser activities of humans.
It was no time at all before the Israelites embraced Canaanite religion with its popular fertility cult (e.g., Judg. 3:7). It is sometimes hard for modern believers to understand this defection, but the worship of Baal and Asherah appealed to the baser human instincts and satisfied the natural desire to have and manipulate the deity to obtain fertility. It seemed to make sense that the way to achieve fertility and immortality was through the ritual of sympathetic enactment in a local shrine, that is, participating in fertility rites to induce the gods and goddesses to act. All of this was shamelessly displayed before them, in striking contrast to their worship of only one God who remained invisible and who had a strict code of ethics and morality. Moreover, as the tribes spread out through Canaan, they lost the immediate contact with the center of their worship. They were simply not able to resist the temptation to eat of this forbidden fruit. In fact, the times of the judges comes to a close with the priests themselves being judged for their fornication at the very entrance to the house of the LORD, perhaps an adaptation of cult prostitution at the shrine (1 Sam. 2:22).
At a time when there were few bright spots, Gideon stands out as the first reformer. He tore down the altar of Baal and cut down the wooden Asherah the people had been worshipping (Judg. 6:25) and used the wood for a burnt offering to Yahweh (v. 26). When the men of the city demanded punishment for the deed, Gideon's father, apparently brought to his senses by his son's zeal, challenged them: "If Baal really is a god, he can defend himself" (v. 31). But as the psalmist says, idols may have mouths, but they cannot speak; eyes, but they cannot see; noses, but they cannot smell; hands, but they cannot handle; feet, but they cannot walk; neither can they utter a sound. And, those who make them and those who trust in them are as worthless as they are (Ps. 115:4-8).
Growing Apostasy
There were many who brought idolatry into Israel's religious life in a number of ways. The theme gets old quickly, but it bears repeating, for God chose to delineate the various failures in Scripture for our instruction. We shall make only a brief survey of the major defections and the LORD's responses to them.
The LORD Judged Solomon's Disobedience
Solomon tolerated the gods of his many wives and thus opened the way for state-sanctioned idolatry (1 Kings 11:1-13).20 But he also went after Ashtoreth and Milkom and built high places to Chemosh and Molech.21 These "abominations" were a snare to the people's faith and the sin that spoiled Solomon's service. Yahweh was angrywith Solomon and announced that most of the kingdom would be given to a subordinate (vv. 9-13).
The Man of God Denounced Jeroboam's Idolatry
Even though this subordinate, Jeroboam, had been established by God in the northern kingdom of Israel, he quickly set up idolatrous worship. Reasoning that his subjects could not remain loyal to him and worship in the other kingdom of Judah, he built rival places of worship (1 Kings 12:25-33) and set up golden calves in Dan and Bethel to represent Israel's God(s). The prophets were clear-this was the idolatry that started at Sinai (1 Kings 14; Amos 4:4, etc.)." Jeroboam also burnt offerings at the high place himself (1 Kings 13:1) and formed his own staff of priests to serve at Bethel, people he gathered from the lowest of the people (v. 33).
This sin was so great that it was sufficient to cut off the house of Jeroboam from the face of the earth-as God had almost done with the generation at Mount Sinai. God sent a man from Judah to cry out against the altar and prophesy that Josiah, a future king of Judah, would destroy the false priests and burn their bones on this false altar. As a sign that the word was from God, the altar was split in two (1 Kings 13:1-5).23 There could be no doubt that God was condemning Jeroboam's false religion.
Rehoboam Defied the Word of the LORD
Under the reign of Rehoboam, the people of Judah built high places, made images and Asherah poles, worshipped under every green tree, installed shrine prostitutes, and engaged in all kinds of detestable pagan practices (1 Kings 14:22-24). To judge them God used Shishak of Egypt, who invaded Jerusalem and plundered the treasury of the temple (vv. 25-26).
Elijah Challenged the Worship of Baal
A few decades later the weak king Ahab married Jezebel, a Phoenician princess, and under her powerful influence established Baal worship and set up the Asherah pole (1 Kings 16:29-33). First Kings records that Ahab did more to provoke God's anger than all the kings before him.
The task of confronting this new wave of idolatrous practices fell to Elijah and then Elisha.24 Elijah ('Eliyahu means "Yah is my God") was to oppose Baalism in the most dramatic way, forcing the confrontation on Carmel (1 Kings 18:21). Elijah's challenge was direct: if any god could bring fire from heaven, surely it would be the storm god Baal. So the prophets of Baal cried out all day, but there was no answer whatsoever (v. 29). Elijah, however, knew that Yahweh was the true God and that he alone was to be worshipped. So after a brief prayer, fire fell from the clear skies and consumed the sacrifice and the altar.25 The point was that there could be no shared allegiance with other gods, no halting between two opinions. This challenge became the theme of all prophetic preaching to follow.26
Elijah Condemned Inquiring of Baalzebub
Ahab's legacy of apostasy continued into the reign of his son Ahaziah, who enquired of Baalzebub, the god of Ekron, whether or not he should recover from his injury (2 Kings 1). Yahweh sent Elijah to him to ask, "Is it because there is no God in Israel that you are going off to consult BaalZebub, the god of Ekron?" (v. 3). The judgment for this spiritual defection was that he would die in his bed.
Jehu Purged Israel of Baalism
King Jehu was anointed by Elisha to destroy the dynasty of Ahab and avenge the blood of those slain by Jezebel (2 Kings 9:4-13). This he did with a vengeance, slaying Joram of Irsael and Ahaziah of Judah in war (vv. 22-29), then Jezebel herself (vv. 30-37), and then Ahab's sons (10:17). Finally, he destroyed the prophets of Baal, their idols, and their temple while they were sacrificing to their gods (vv. 20-27). It was ruthless and violent, and God would remember it; but Jehu did destroy Baal worship in Israel (v. 28). Yet, Jehu retained the golden calves that were in Bethel and Dan, giving added life to the idolatry of Jeroboam.
Jehoiada Restored Yahwism
The worship of Yahweh was restored in Judah after a crisis almost ended the Davidic line. When Athaliah, the daughter of Jezebel, tried to destroy the royal family (2 Kings 11), the priest Jehoiada hid the young Joash. Jehoiada then made a pact between Yahweh, the king, and the people, that they should be loyal to the God Yahweh (vv. 17-21). As a result they destroyed the temple of Baal, smashed the idols, and slew the priest of Baal at the altar. The king began the work of restoring the temple to its original purpose (2 Kings 12). Funds were raised so that all the necessary repairs could be made to the house of Yahweh. Unfortunately, when faced with war, the king looted the gold of the temple that had been dedicated to God to buy off the king of Damascus. He died at the hands of assassins.
Isaiah Exposed the Unbelief of Ahaz
After a time of weak and corrupt kings, the wicked King Ahaz came to power in Jerusalem. When in Damascus, paying tribute to his overlord the king of Assyria, Tiglath-Pileser, he saw an altar and sent the pattern to his priest to copy for temple use (2 Kings 16:10-18).27 This was symptomatic of the man's religious syncretism-he followed the detestable ways of the nations, burned incense in the high places and under every spreading tree, and even sacrificed his son in the fire (vv. 3-4).28
The kinds of horrible practices that Israel adopted from the Canaanites are catalogued in Isaiah 57. It tells how the rebellious people ran after false gods, burning with lust under the spreading trees and sacrificing their children in the ravines (v. 5). They poured out drink offerings and offered grain offerings to the idols among the smooth stones of the ravines (v. 6). They replaced the law on the doorposts with grotesque symbols of the fertility cult (v. 8a), and because they entered into covenant with the false gods (v. 8b), they opened their beds to the gods they loved and sent emissaries to inquire from the dead (v. 9). Amazingly, in all of this corrupt practice, they found renewal for their weary lives (v. 10)-probably in the way a modern pagan would on a wild weekend. But if they were not going to be faithful to Yahweh, they had no right to exist as his nation.
The Prophets Announced the Doom of Samaria
The blow came to Samaria (722 B.C.) earlier than to Jerusalem (586 B.C.). The northern kingdom of Israel was utterly destroyed because of its idolatrous practices, building high places, setting up idols, worshipping Baal and the host of heaven, using enchantments and divination, and even sacrificing children (2 Kings 17:7-20).29 These practices had replaced the pure worship of the one sovereign and holy LORD God of heaven, who had redeemed them and brought them to the land and given them every kind of blessing.
To Hosea the nation's defection was the same as adultery and fornication, for the people had left Yahweh for other lovers.30 Because of their spiritual defection, his only conclusion could be: "You are not my people, and I am not your God" (Hos. 1:9).31
The Beginning of the Samaritans
It was shortly after this critical time that an ethnically mixed group of people came into existence, a people who would develop their own form of worship-the Samaritans. When Assyria deported people from Israel, they also settled other exiled tribes in the vacant regions of Samaria, hoping intermarriage would break down nationalism (2 Kings 17:24-33). Those Israelites who married the foreigners were looked on as impure and their descendants as not really Jewish. Consequently, the Samaritans formed their own religious practices based on the Pentateuch and the tradition of Joshua's confirming the covenant in Samaria. A racial problem had become a religious one.
Hezekiah's Reforms of Worship
Hezekiah saw how idolatry destroyed the northern kingdom of Israel; so with the guidance of the prophet Isaiah, he determined to bring about major reforms in Judah. In his first year he set about restoring the temple and its worship. He opened and repaired the doors of the sanctuary, which had been closed in the days of Ahaz (2 Chron. 29:3).33 When several Levites took charge, the temple was cleansed, restored, and sanctified in sixteen days.34 The king then reorganized the temple staff to revive worship (vv. 30-36). Appropriate sacrifices were offered to make atonement, singers and musicians were stationed to sound praises to the LORD, and all the congregation worshipped the LORD, joyfully participating in peace offerings and burnt offerings.
But revival needed to mark a new beginning for the worship of the LORD. Therefore Hezekiah proclaimed in all the land that Passover would be held once again.35 Most of the people in the north, Israel, laughed them to scorn. Not even conquest and exile had gotten through to them. Some responded, however, and they, along with the people of Judah, came with singleness of heart to do the will of the LORD (2 Chron. 30:11-12). Things were slow in starting: the priests were unprepared to serve, and the corrupt altars had to be removed. But the Levites took charge of the sacrifices in the place of those who were not sanctified to lead the worship.36 The festival lasted two weeks, with the people praising the LORD with enthusiasm and sacrificing to God and the priests sanctifying themselves to the LORD and standing to bless the people (vv. 23-27).
The worship of the LORD in Jerusalem could not allow rival gods and competing shrines to exist, as the LORD had declared and history had proven. Hezekiah, therefore, set about to destroy the idols and altars and pillars throughout the land (2 Chron. 31:1). After that he reestablished the divisions of the priests and the provisions for their support from the tithes and offerings (vv. 2-21).
The Final Undoing of Judah
Unfortunately, Hezekiah's piety had no influence on his son, Manasseh (2 Kings 21:1-18). As incredible as it seems, he built up the high places that his father had torn down, raised again the altars to Baal, made the Asherah, and served the host of heaven. He built pagan altars in the two courts of the house of the LORD. But worse than this, in his religious observances he made his son pass through the fire, used enchantments, dealt with familiar spirits and wizards, and put up an Asherah in the temple. For his sins he was carried off in shackles to Babylon, but there he repented and was restored by the LORD (2 Chron. 33:10-13).37 He then tried to restore the pure worship of the LORD, but the people continued to follow the pagan practices he had initiated.
And so the prophet Jeremiah, among others, denounced Judah for its sins.38 In an extended oracle (Jer. 2:1-3:5), he declared that a great apostasy had taken place without warrant (2:5-8)-the people had gone after idols and no longer enquired of the LORD. It was no surprise that the people forgot the LORD, for many of those entrusted with teaching the law did not even know the LORD.
He then marveled at such apostasy, that the nation had actually traded the living God for no gods (Jer. 2:9-13). They had forsaken "the spring of living water" and made "cisterns" that easily cracked and could not hold water. The point of this imagery is that with all the natural resources available to them from God (living water from springs), they chose unreliable religions that were made by man (cisterns). This apostasy was like leaving Eden's rich provisions to scratch out a subsistence from the dust of the ground.
Jeremiah's oracle then elaborated on the folly of choosing helpless gods. The people and the princes say to a tree, "You are my father," and to a stone, "You gave me birth"; yet, in a time of trouble, they cry again to the LORD for help but to no avail (Jer. 2:26-28).
Finally, the prophet implored the people to acknowledge their iniquity and idolatry (Jer. 3:12-13), but they would not even admit that they had sinned (2:35). So God warned them of judgment: if they were so enamored with worshipping the Babylonian god Tammuz39 and the goddess, the Queen of Heaven,40 then to Babylon they would go.
Jeremiah's writings also condemned immoral activities, which had always been connected to idolatry (Jer. 3:1; 5:1-9; 23:10-13). He denounced the priests and prophets in particular as immoral (5:30-31; 6:13-15; 14:14), for they were at the heart of the problem. But most dramatically Jeremiah had come to the conclusion that under the circumstances the temple was no longer essential. If communion with God had been ruined by disobedience, sacrifice in a sanctuary would not restore it. Temple worship had always been a means of pointing people to God. Now, as Thompson puts it, it had become an empty parade and God rejected it.41 There would be a new covenant and a rebuilt sanctuary for pure worship, but in his day all Jeremiah could see was the judgment of God on an apostate nation-the temple had to go!
This promise of the new covenant probably was overshadowed by the chaos ofthe destruction and the Exile. But it was intended to give the people hope-there was coming a great spiritual renewal and restoration (Jer. 31:31-40).42 Others delivered similar revelations from God. Zephaniah prophesied that the LORD was going to purify the lips of the people 43 So that all of them might "call on the name of the LORD"44 and serve him. He was going to regather them to the land and renew the proper spirit in them to worship at his holy mountain (Zeph. 3:9-11).
The Reform of Josiah
In the days of Jeremiah, a good king ascended the throne, one who earnestly desired to restore the pure worship of the LORD. He was the one that God had raised up to do it (1 Kings 13:2).
Josiah began his reforms in the eighth year of his reign, when he was just sixteen years old, but it took ten years to enforce them throughout the land (2 Kings 22-23; 2 Chron. 34).45 He sent men to remove all idolatrous elements from the temple, the images for Baal and the host of heaven, and all their vessels, and he burned them in the fields of Kidron and carried their ashes to Bethel. He put down the idolatrous priests who burned incense to the sun,46 moon and stars; he brought out the Asherah, burned it, stamped it to powder, and sprinkled it on the graves; he destroyed the houses of the cult prostitutes by the temple, where women had been making hangings for the Asherah;47 he defiled the high places, where abominable offerings were made, Topheth in the Hinnom valley in particular; he took away the little statues of the horses for the chariots of the sun and burned the chariots; the altars that had been built in the upper chambers he broke down; the high places that had been there from Solomon's day he defiled and purged of images; he desecrated the altar at Bethel with the burning of the bones of the wicked and then destroyed Jeroboam's altar; he also destroyed all the temples in Samaria and on the borders 4' drove out the spiritists, and slew the wicked priests and burned their bones on the altars of their high places in fulfillment of the three-hundred-yearold prophecy. From this list of the reforms of Josiah, we may get a fairly detailed picture of how corrupt and perverted worship had become in the land.49
Everything in the king's reforms intensified in the eighteenth year of his reign when in the rebuilding of the temple Hilkiah the high priest found the Book of the Law (2 Chron. 34:14-18).5° When the king heard the law read to him, he rent his clothes and commanded the spiritual leaders to enquire of the LORD, because the nation was in jeopardy for its sin (vv. 19-21). They went to Huldah the prophetess,51 who confirmed that judgment was coming on the nation. Josiah responded quickly by calling a convocation in the temple and renewing the covenant with God (2 Kings 23:1-3; 2 Chron. 34:29-31). Because he humbled himself, tore his clothes, and wept, Huldah revealed that the judgment would not take place in his lifetime.
In that same year Josiah ordered that the Passover be kept in accordance with the Book of the Law (2 Chron. 35). Josiah provided 30,000 animals from the flock and 3,000 cattle for the people. His leaders gave 2,600 sheep and 300 cattle, and their brethren gave 5,000 sheep and 500 cattle. When the time came, they sacrificed the animals to the LORD, the priests sprinkled the blood, and the people ate the boiled portions. The priests were busy well into the night, and the singers and the gatekeepers kept their positions too throughout the time of celebration. It truly was the greatest Passover since the days of Samuel (v. 18).
Final Abominations
These great reforms were not enough to turn the tide of corruption in Judah's worship. The LORD had sent messengers again and again to warn the people, but they mocked them and despised the message until the wrath of the LORD arose against the nation (2 Chron. 36:15-16). Even when the people found themselves in exile, they still did not fully understand why God had not saved them. Ezekiel had to remind them of their depravity, primarily their abominations in the temple, explaining that because they made no attempt to meet God's requirements of holiness, they brought the destruction on themselves (2:1-10; 8:7-18; 13:1-12; and 20:1-29).
God clearly had warned the nation that because of their idolatry he would destroy their corrupt altars and cast down their slain before their idols (Ezek. 6). The people had become so blind to the truth that it would take a judgment of this severity to get through to them. So God said, "[Then] they will know that I am the LORD" (v. 13).
Ezekiel reported that in his visions he saw the "image of jealousy" in the inner court of the temple (Ezek. 8:3). By making such images, Israel was rejecting their God Yahweh, the only one who could save them. But worse than that, inside the sacred precincts were idols portrayed on the walls, creeping things and abominable beasts, and seventy elders stood before them with incense burners. At the north gate Ezekiel observed women weeping for Tammuz, the Babylonian god. And even worse, twenty-five men were worshipping the sun in the east, with their backs to Yahweh. God asked, "Is it a trivial matter for the house of Judah to do the detestable things they are doing here?" (v. 17). If people choose to reject the holy God Yahweh and worship grotesque and vile creatures and demons, they forfeit their privilege to live in God's blessing and commune with him in his sanctuary. All they have to look forward to is life without God's presence.
As a sign of God's judgment, the brilliantly shining glory of the LORD departed from the Most Holy Place, then from the temple, then from the city, and finally from the land itself. 12 Because the divine presence had left the temple, there was no protection for the people. So they went into exile because of their corrupt worship.
Klutsko observes how the structure of the book of Ezekiel parallels the book of Exodus.53 In Exodus 25-31 we have the instructions for building the tabernacle, and in chapters 35-40 the report of its construction. Between these two sections is the sin of idolatry and the restoration through Moses' intercession (chaps. 32-34). The book of Ezekiel is similarly divided between the glory of God's presence in the temple (chaps. 1-11) and the restoration in a newly built temple with the glory present (chaps. 40-48), but the sin had to be purged from the nation before the glory could return. Ezekiel becomes the new Moses, forcing the people to face their sin of idolatry and instructing them in the plan to construct the temple.54 The irony was that God's absence was a powerful argument for his presence and his power, for he was acting to purge the nation of false worship. Conversely, the presence of the idols in the house of the LORD became a clear indication of their absence or impotence.55
But Ezekiel continues to draw upon the motifs of Creation in his description of Israel's renewal (Ezek. 37:1-14). God will regather them (the dry bones) from the nations and will "set them" in their land (Ezek. 37:14; Gen. 2:8); then he will breathe his breath (ruakh) into them so that they may live (cf. Gen. 2:7,15).17 In other words, the nation will be physically regathered to the land and then subsequently receive God's Spirit to bring them to spiritual life. Ultimately, God's plan is to re-create the people as pure worshippers. Then the glory of the LORD will be present in a new and far more glorious sanctuary (Ezek. 40-48).
Simply restoring the people to old Jerusalem and life in a devastated land would not satisfy the promises of the new covenant-dramatic changes had to accompany the spiritual renewal of the people of God on every hand.58 One of the motifs that the prophets develop in discussing the new creation is that of Zion as the source of flowing water.59 Isaiah 35:5-7 portrays salvation as water that is both cleansing and life giving. Ezekiel, who earlier alluded to the garden of God and the holy mountain (Ezek. 28:1-19), sees the river flowing from Zion (47:7-12). And to reinforce the allusion to Creation, the prophet tells how the fresh water will swarm with fish and living creatures.61
But it will not simply be Paradise restored; it will be the beginning of a new creation, far more glorious and perfectly righteous-and eternal.
Conclusion
The LORD God will have no rivals for the worship and service of his people and will permit no images to be made of himself or any of his creatures for the purpose of worship.61 Any attempt to include the perverse practices of the world and its false religions in the worship of God will corrupt the worship and the morals of the participants and will incur the judgment of God. The reason for such exclusivity is that the man-made religions of the world, with all their pagan practices, represent a vast and unclean spirit world that is in antagonism and rebellion to God. Idolatry in any form is the ungrateful rejection of the true God to follow the ways of the deceiver and destroyer, that old Serpent.
The history of Israel's religion is tragic and tedious in its constant theme of defection to idolatry. But the message of the prophets was clear: there would be no true worship as long as idols were present to compete for the people's devotion, and if idols were present there would be no worship in the house of the LORD at all.
After the return from the Exile, idolatry never again dominated the religion of the Jews. It was still a threat, though, due to the presence of foreign powers in the lands of Persia, Greece, and Rome. But now the Jews would suffer persecution for their opposition to pagan culture. The same was true of the early church. Idolatry was not present in the Jewish church; but when the church spread to the pagan lands, it became an issue that had to be addressed.62 The apostles emphasized without any equivocation that fellowship with the Lord Jesus Christ excludes any communion with idols or demon powers (2 Cor. 6). Not only did the church reject pagan idols, but it also refused to worship the emperor as a god, a refusal that cost many their lives.
Amazingly, an urge to embrace the religious impulses of the ancient polytheistic societies has resurfaced today, as if that were some kind of progress in religious thought toward a more magnanimous pluralism." As in the days of the prophets, those who hold to the authority of the Word of the LORD in such matters are seen as outdated and narrow-minded, and sometimes even branded as "un-Christian." For those who would corrupt Christian worship by re-imaging God (making a god in their image), or by reintroducing ancient deities like the Queen of Heaven, or by redefining doctrines to make them more acceptable to other religions, the way has been prepared by decades of liberal theology that has discredited and marginalized the written Word of God, the Holy Scriptures. Once this was done, it was easy for people to address the clear-cut commands of God in the familiar words of the deceiver, "Did God really say?"
By setting aside the revealed faith in favor of a man-made religion (that is in fact ancient paganism reborn), many false teachers have made it easy for the morality of the people to deteriorate in the name of tolerance and inclusivity so that what the Bible labels as sin is no longer sin and may actually receive the approval and blessing of churches. Of course forgiveness and redemption cease to matter if sin no longer exists. What has happened is that the sovereignty of the holy LORD God has been set aside, and that has always been the first step to false worship and pagan idolatry.
All of this is possible because of the ignorance of the people: they do not know the Scriptures, doctrine, or the history of the paganization of the faith. And that ignorance prevails even in congregations that have become satisfied with their own experiential forms of worship. A great conflict lies ahead, a challenge over the historic faith from very liberal groups within Christendom and intolerant non-Christian religious groups without. Too many people have turned a blind eye to it all, choosing to believe unity (i.e., no dissension) is more important than truth. Believers must know the revelation of the God of glory thoroughly and safeguard the proper forms of worship and spiritual service that he has ordained.
C H A P T E R 2 0
The Prophetic Rebuke
of
Hypocritical Worship
THE PROPHETIC DENUNCIATION of idolatry was important because of the serious consequences of rejecting the sovereign God to embrace idolatry. It was not merely a sanctuary matter but affected every aspect of society. If there were no sovereign God, then there was no absolute law to obey. The breakdown of morality and ethics and the neglect of social justice, Oswalt explains, is the result of refusing to entrust oneself to the sovereign, loving, and just God.' He adds that when people believe that the cosmic order is uninterested in human welfare and that those who succeed are those who know how to capture these forces for their own purposes (which is the underlying attitude of idolatry), the more helpless and vulnerable in society are crushed.
In ancient Israel the people were called to worship and serve the sovereign, holy God. True worship is not simply a celebration of God's provision of atonement but a celebration of being in covenant with the Lord-and being in covenant carries responsibilities. Every memorial act in worship was a reminder to remain faithful to God, promote justice in the land, and show mercy to those in need.
But when Israel began to worship like pagans, they offered sacrifices to appease and manipulate God, or other gods, hoping by the operation of sympathetic magic to prosper in their lives. The whole orientation of pagan worship was for personal gain, not to serve the Lord; and without submission to the sovereign God at the core of their worship, there was no compelling reason to keep the laws. Thus, disobedience to the Word of God results from weak and corrupted worship.
This is a growing problem in the church today. It is not that the church is idolatrous (for the most part), but it has been influenced by the attitudes and practices of the prevailing culture. With little or no emphasis on the sovereignty of God as Creator and Lord, or on the authority of his Word, worship is weakened and covenant responsibilities are ignored. At the same time the influence of the world is manifested in a number of ways: people are more interested in their own personal success than in service to others and more desirous of receiving a blessing than being a blessing; they want some experience but show little interest in spiritual growth; they gravitate to entertainment and leisure and are indifferent to the needs of people; and they are excited about being healed but do not comprehend what it means to count it joy that they suffer so that they can minister to others who are suffering. These may seem like little things to some, merely different emphases, but they reflect a drift from the biblical call for submission and service, dedication and obedience.
A self-serving form of religion is not far from the spirit of idolatry, for idolatry has always been a selfish form of religion.' In idolatry the devotee always seeks to manipulate the deity for personal advantage; it puts the control in the will of the idolater. But in the true, historic faith, God is sovereign; he will not be manipulated by gifts and ritual, and he demands that his people obey his commands.
Disobeying the commandments of God is not always tied to idolatry, as everyone would acknowledge. People who claim to be worshippers of the Lord also can be guilty of sins against their neighbors, indifference to those in need, and continuing social injustice at large. But such acts do have this in common with idolatry: they deny God his sovereign authority and make a mockery of worship.
Prophetic Denunciations of Sins
The Rebuke of Amos: Injustice and Immorality
From Amos we gain a glimpse of life in Israel just before it was destroyed in 722 B.C. (Amos 2:6-8).3 Although Amos's day was a time of affluence, it was also a time of spiritual defection and social injustice. The wealthy abused the poor and deprived them of their rights, all for personal gain (v. 6) -they would take advantage of the poor in any way. In fact, verse 7 says that "they trample on the heads of the poor" (cf. Isa. 3:15; Prov. 22:22) and, literally, "pervert the course (derek) [of justice]" (see Prov. 17:23), bullying and oppressing the poor and thus depriving them of the privileges and prerogatives to which they were entitled.' Then Amos says, "Father and son use the same girl and so profane my holy name" (Amos 2:7), a reference to the lack of moral conduct in the land. The wording suggests that the women were defenseless and exploited. Finally, in verse 8, Amos says, "They lie down beside every altar on garments taken in pledge.' In the house of their god they drink wine taken as fines." So the wealthy creditors violated the law that was given to protect the poor, and even at the altar they remained unmoved by their consciences. How reprehensible!
The Exhortation of Isaiah: Care for the Needy and Oppressed
Isaiah was concerned with the holiness of the people who claim to worship a holy God. The way the book begins sets the tone for the messages to follow: the people were completely sinful, and therefore their worship was hypocritical. It must have come as quite a shock to the leaders and the people of Judah when the prophet referred to them as rulers of Sodom and Gomorrah. After all, they had comforted themselves with the thought that they were the people of God and that their worship in the temple secured for them divine approval. But the word from God was that he hated everything about their worship because they were not right with him. The need was clear: "Wash and make yourselves clean. Take your evil deeds out of my sight! Stop doing wrong, learn to do right! Seek justice, encourage the oppressed. Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow" (Isa. 1:16-17). There couldbe no acceptance of their worship as long as they were failing in these matters. To care for the oppressed, the widow, the orphan, or the foreigner in the land is an integral part of righteousness, for such care is in the heart of God. Since he cares for them and champions their cause, how could his people, who claim to be in communion with him, ignore such needs? As long as these things are left out of a worshipping community's mission, their worship is not valid.
Other oracles in the book condemn people for social injustice and personal indulgences in the same manner that Amos did.' Isaiah 29:17-21 focuses on the miscarriage of justice in court. People were laying traps for those seeking justice, verbal traps designed to put them down with empty lies; they used false testimony to make the innocent appear guilty; and if there were those who sought to champion the cause of the oppressed, these shrewd culprits were ready to trip them up with legal niceties (cf. Amos 5:12). They even used empty platitudes to confuse the issue so that the person who was in the right did not get his day in court.
Legal manipulation like this is still very much alive and still depriving people of justice. Those in power have the means of manipulating legal matters and business arrangements and even nullifying the efforts of others who seek to champion justice.' But if they do these things and show up for services, their worship is the kind of worship God hates.
The Charge of Hosea: Unfaithfulness
Hosea's prophecies cut right to the heart of the matter and do not mince words: Israel was an adulterous nation. The people were unfaithful to God and therefore unjust to one another. How corrupt they had become-they had no faithfulness and no love (Hos. 4:1), only cursing, lying, murder, stealing, and adultery (v. 2); in fact, there were so many violent crimes that one murder simply flowed into another. Hosea says that mutual charges and accusations could not remedy their problems, for it would just be one lawsuit after another (v. 4). Rather, he suggests that they bring the charges against the priests, for they were the ones to blame for the problem (vv. 5-11). Such was the shameless depth to which the nation had fallen. But it is no wonder that the people lived this way. By following after Baal, they would live on the same base level that the Canaanites and their gods did.
The Condemnation of Ezekiel: Self-Indulgence and Perversion
When Ezekiel explained to the exiles from Judah why their temple was destroyed and they were exiled, he included the fact that their sins were as great as those of Sodom and Samaria (Ezek. 16:47-52). What a revolting thought that must have been to them-the epitome of perversion! Sodom was arrogant, overfed, and unconcerned with the needs of others; her people were filled with pride and self-exaltation; their abundant materialism and luxury brought apathy and disdain for the poor on the one hand, and on the other hand fostered all kinds of sexual perversion. Eichrodt describes their condition as "the godless self-security of a rich worldly city" with an "unsympathizing attitude to those menaced by hunger and want."9 The people of Judah had a self-righteous contempt for the Sodomites, but in every way they were worse, because to have the revelation of the LORD and reject it is the greater sin (cf. Jer. 23:14; cf. Jesus' comparison of Capernaum with Sodom [Matt. 11:23-24]).
What is amazing about all these prophetic oracles is that the people to whom they were delivered had assumed that because they worshipped in the house of the LORD and claimed to be God's people, they had his approval. For those who were guilty of hypocritical worship, the preaching of the prophets seemed to them more of a nuisance than something to be heeded. Jeremiah preached for years that the LORD was going to judge the nation, but as long as the people lived comfortably and had their routine of worship, his message was ridiculed (Jer. 20:6-9) -until the sad day he sat on the ruins of the once holy city and wept.10 When all was said and done, God had proved to be faithful to fulfill his word of judgment. The only good news was that God also would be faithful to his promise of redemption (Lam. 3:23).
There could be no mistaking the message ofthe prophets. Righteousness attends worship. Worship that pleases God is the worship of the righteous, and that worship produces a greater righteousness. This was not to be limited to personal avoidance of sin. For their worship to be valid they were to care for the widow and the orphan, relieve the oppressed and persecuted, seek justice in the courts for the poor and the needy, and see to it that the underprivileged of society as well as the foreigner in their midst share in God's bounty.
As we read these prophetic rebukes, it becomes painfully clear that they also fit our society to the letter. The "Christianized" modern, affluent societies have the personal and physical resources to meet the needs in society, and the churches have the responsibility to inspire this by leading the way. But they have failed to do so. In a crisis they rise to the occasion, but throughout the year they ignore the needs all around them. They are more concerned with preserving their way of life than fulfilling their obligations as members of the covenant. Yet, they expect their prayers to be heard and their hymns to strike the same pleasing notes in heaven as those of the angelic choirs.
Rejection of Hypocritical Worship
Scripture is clear: God does not accept hypocritical worship. He hates it! Ritual acts of worship, no matter how beautiful and correct in form, can never conceal unconfessed sin. Of the many passages that speak to this issue, the following are the most powerful.
Prophetic Preaching
Amos
Amos was particularly repulsed by the worship of sinful people. With biting sarcasm he called them to go to Bethel to continue their corrupt worship (Amos 4:4-5). The people thought that greater prosperity would come from increasing the offerings. But the more numerous the offerings were, the greater their transgressions were. Hypocritical worship is not merely worthless; it is a sin. Amos's message was that they had ritual without righteousness, and their only course of action was to return to the LORD and follow righteousness, especially in the courts (5:14-15). But because they had refused, all that was left was for them to prepare to meet their God (4:12)."
The people were satisfied with their form of worship, but if they had been truly seeking God in it, their way of life would have been different. Because of their hypocrisy, God declared that he hated their religious feasts and assemblies, rejected their offerings, and refused to listen to the noise of their music (5:21-23).
What were the sins that kept their worship from being pleasing to God? Amos highlights taking advantage ofthe poor (2:6), oppressing the poor and the needy (4:1), extortion of the poor (5:11), taking bribes to pervert justice for the poor in the gates (i.e., the courts [5:12]), immorality (2:7), abuse of rights (2:8), desecration of vows and obstruction of prophets (2:11-12), and violence and robbery (3:10). Because they had destroyed righteousness in every aspect of life, Amos's cry was all-encompassing: "Let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream!" (5:24).
God desired pure worship. But because none was taking place in Bethel, Amos declared that the altar would crumble and the people would be judged (9:1).
Isaiah
A generation or so later, Isaiah picked up the same theme, the denunciation of hypocritical worship by the people of Judah (Isa. 1:11-15).2 Isaiah 1 appears to be an oracle delivered at a general convocation in a time of crisis, when people had rushed to the sanctuary to pray. They did not expect the prophetic response they received. The words are harsh, to say the least. God was fed up with their worthless worship and took no delight in their sacrifices. He did not want them in his courts, could not endure their hypocritical worship, hated their appointed feasts, and refused to listen to their prayers-all because their hands were full of blood. People cannot live self-indulgent and sinful lives and then in a crisis stampede into God's courts with their frantic prayers and manipulative sacrifices. God does not respond to that kind of worship.
What exactly were the sins that made their worship so contemptible? In addition to those indicated in Isaiah's instructions to care for the poor and needy, we now have a more direct enumeration: the faithful city of Jerusalem, once full of justice and righteousness, was now full of assassins and rebellious princes who were companions of thieves, easily bribed, and unwilling to defend the fatherless or hear the case of the widow (1:21-23).13 Religion served these people as a means of sanctioning their self-indulgent lives, rather than a means of purifying them. God's demand was that they fulfill the true purpose of sacrificial worship, that is, receive the LORD'S provision of forgiveness by genuine repentance, and then live out the righteousness of God in their daily lives.
Jeremiah
A century later Jeremiah also stressed that obedience was essential if sacrificial worship was to be acceptable. He reminded the people that when the LORD brought their ancestors out of Egypt, he commanded them to obey before he instructed them in the ritual (Jer. 7:21-23; cf. Exod. 19:5-6). Jeremiah was not denying the validity of religious ritual; he was reminding the people that obedience had to come first.
What acts of disobedience did Jeremiah single out as the cause for the destruction of the temple and the doom of the nation? Jeremiah was to stand in the gate and declare them to all who came to worship (Jer. 7:211): they had failed to execute justice; they had oppressed the stranger, the widow, and the orphan; shed innocent blood; stolen, murdered, committed adultery, and sworn falsely; and worshipped other gods. The LORD asked through Jeremiah if the people would do all these things "and then come and stand before me in this house, which bears my Name, and say, `We are safe'-safe to do all these detestable things? Has this house, which bears my Name, become a den of robbers to you? But I have been watching! declares the LORD" (vv. 10-11).
Ezekiel
In the days of Ezekiel, the message was the same: even though there was a whole array of worship activities underway in the temple, the sins of the priests and the people had made them ineffectual (Ezek. 22). Those sins included treating parents with contempt, oppressing the stranger, mistreating the widow and the orphan (v. 7), despising holy things and Sabbaths (v. 8), slandering to cause bloodshed (v. 9), committing adultery and incest (vv. 10-11), as well as prompting bribery, extortion, and usury (v. 12). Once again the prevailing sins were social injustices borne by a spirit of self-gratification and characterized by an indifference to the needs of others. Not only did this nullify worship, but it also brought God's judgment on the nation.
For a sinful people there is only one course of action-repentance. David had stated that a broken heart was the sacrifice to bring to God first (Ps. 51:17). Isaiah called for people to demonstrate their repentance by changing their ways (Isa. 1:16-18). Joel called for the people to blow the trumpet and call a sacred assembly, to fast, and to pray that the LORD would spare them (Joel 2:15-17). Individual sin required contrition and confession; national sin called for a congregational fast and collective repentance, not just to make the people fit for worship-not now-but to avert national disaster.
Instructions in the Psalms
Some of the prophetic rebukes and exhortations were preserved in psalms so as to become a regular and poignant part of the official hymns and prayers. This was an effective way of reminding people that worship had to be accompanied by faithfulness.
For example, David acknowledged that God did not desire sacrifices and offerings (Ps. 40:6). Obviously, this statement is not a repudiation of sacrificial worship since God had legislated it. The passage is looking at the proper spirit of the worshipper, without which the sacrifice would be futile. God wants a willing heart of obedience rather than a gift (vv. 6-9). God desires worshippers who surrender themselves to him and commit themselves to a life of obedience and service. Without the life of the worshipper, the act of worship is worthless.
This dedication to obedience always took priority over ritual. Samuel had rebuked Saul for trying to cover his disobedience with sacrifice, declaring for all time that "to obey is better than sacrifice" (1 Sam. 15:22- 23a). God desires a submissive will that will be obedient; when he has that, he has a true worshipper.
In Psalm 50 Asaph presented God's evaluation of the worship of his day, and sadly of ours as well. The first six verses envision a court scene with God as judge and the covenant people as defendants. He was raising the question, What if the Lord came and examined our worship today? There follows two indictments.
The first charge is worshipping for the wrong reasons, that is, going through the forms but without the proper spirit. Israel was performing the ritual perfectly, so there was no criticism of that. But they did it for the wrong reason. They had come to think that God was dependent on them and their sacrifices, as in the gods of the pagan world. But God did not need them. They were to bring sacrifices to God because they needed him. The ritual without the proper meaning is empty formalism.
The corrective? Asaph called for them to offer God "the sacrifice of praise" (Ps. 50:14-15). This was the heart of true worship, bringing to God a peace offering and declaring publicly how God had met their needs and then sharing the common meal. If they praised God this way, then their sacrifices would be offered for the proper reasons-to express their dependence on God and their gratitude for his deliverance. The solution for empty formalism or misguided ritual is still genuine praise, for this assumes that the worshipper is completely dependent on God.
The second charge concerns hypocrites in the congregation who profess the faith and say all the appropriate words of the covenant but whose lives give the lie to their words of worship." Their sins were subtle-they consented with a thief, they partook with adulterers, and they slandered their brother. These sins, while not appearing to be blatant violations of the code, represented a tolerance for sin that leads to participation in it. Here too the psalmist gives advice: they must consider their ways and begin living as true worshippers. Genuine praise is also the solution for hypocrisy, for it represents a heart of obedient trust in the LORD.
People therefore must worship the Lord with the proper spirit and not an empty form or ritual; and they must worship him in obedience and not in hypocrisy (cf. John 4:24).
From David's great confession of sin, we learn that disobedience destroys any possibility of performing meaningful worship or service. Psalm 51 is essentially a theological reflection on why people must find forgiveness if they are going to worship or serve the Lord. The sinful and still unforgiven worshipper is not free to teach other sinners God's ways, since he has not fully experienced them; he is not free to praise the LORD or join the singing in the sanctuary, since he has no reason to praise if he is not yet forgiven; and he is not free to sacrifice peace offerings to the LORD in the Holy Place, since he is not at peace with God (vv. 13-19). In fact, in Israel such a person was not even welcome in the sanctuary. His only recourse was to pray for forgiveness and cleansing, because God did not want his sacrifices or praises until he was forgiven. David acknowledged that "the sacrifices of [appropriate for] God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, 0 God, you will not despise" (v. 17).5
Unforgiven sin renders worship impossible. Of course, an individual can perform the ritual and say the words in a sinful condition, as Israel's history and our own experience shows, but it is not acceptable to God. The beginning point of worship for a sinful believer is a broken heart. In this the significance of sacrifice is plainly seen: the worshipper is the sacrifice! It is the only broken and damaged sacrifice that God will accept. The one who comes to God in deep contrition16 and with sincere dedication is the kind of worshipper God delights in.
Conclusion
for
Part 6
THERE ARE SEVERAL IMPORTANT points to be made in the light of these prophetic messages. First, true worship is an expression of the believer's dependence on the Lord and submission to his will. Second, sinful people must find forgiveness and restoration before they can expect God to accept their worship. Third, unrepented sin in the would-be "worshipper" nullifies the worship and brings divine discipline. Fourth, worldliness-living according to the priorities and practices of the pagan world system-denies everything that worship is designed to do; it is the opposite of the life of holiness, purity, and love that worship inspires.
The clear point is that people cannot worship and give God his proper glory if they refuse to do his will. They have forgotten that worship is in part a covenant renewal ceremony. When the Israelites made the sacrifices, their dedication offering was to include a memorial given to the LORD. Through it they were not simply reminding God of his promises to them; they were reminded of their covenant duties as well. Those duties were to ensure righteousness, justice, mercy, and love. Such worship honors God because it seeks to extend the blessings of his presence among his people to the world at large.
The solution to hypocritical, formalistic ritual is not simply to get rid of the forms and the ritual. Some have tried that, only to find that groups with no ritual at all can be guilty of the same things. The solution lies in spiritual reform: contrition, repentance, confession, spiritual growth, and genuine praise. Only when faith is operating in this way will there be the proper spirit in worship, no matter what forms are being used; and only when genuine faith is operating will the worshippers be striving to live righteously. But as long as the poor and the needy, the widows and the orphans, or the foreigners in the land are abandoned, as long as religion serves to secure the comfortable lifestyle we desire, as long as money, power, and lust continue as the gods we serve, then there can be no hope that God is pleased with our worship, no matter how well we sing or how much we give. Worship must transform us into the image of Jesus Christ.
P A R T 7
WORSHIP TRANSFORMED
The New Setting of Worship and the New Covenant
Introduction
THE DISARRAY AT THE TIME OF the Captivity created new challenges for the people of God. The Holy City was destroyed, the temple was reduced to rubble, and many people were carried off to a completely idolatrous country. The way back seemed hopeless, but God promised that he would restore them and their worship in Jerusalem. Out of this judgment God would begin a new work, a new covenant, and eventually a new creation. Out of the darkness of the chaos and confusion (Isa. 8:22), a light would shine and people who walked in darkness would see it (9:1-2). This light would be the Messiah, Immanuel, "God with us" (7:14; 9:6-7). The worshipper's desire to see God would now be realized in a most unexpected way, for God's plan to be with his people was about to come to a dramatic reality in the Incarnation.
In view of the fact that the desire of the idolatrous people had been to have a god like them, in their image-hands and feet and eyes and ears, just as the pagan religions had-one would have thought that when the divine Son of God became flesh that they would have responded enthusiastically. After all, Jesus had hands and feet, he had eyes and ears and lips. He was in so many ways like them. But no, they nailed those hands and feet to a cross, thinking that they could silence those lips with death. Why? Because he did not dance to their tune but made demands on their lives (Matt. 11:16-19). In the spirit of idolatry, the god is made to serve the whims and will of the people. Jesus did not do that.
In what must remain a mystery of the faith, God used even their rejection of the Messiah as the turning point of worship. They may have crucified Jesus by their wickedness, but it was also the eternal plan of God (Acts 2:23). By his death Jesus fulfilled the old provisions of atonement through sacrifice-he was the scapegoat, the sin offering, the ram caught in the thicket, and the Passover Lamb; and by his blood we have been set free from sin and death. Because Christ fulfilled the ritual of the law, because he is the Redeemer, and because he is the incarnate God dwelling among his people, all worship now must be in him. Everything that God had revealed about his plan of salvation in the Old Testament came to reality in Christ, and everything that God instructed about worship in the Old Testament was brought to complete clarity in the Incarnation. The patterns and principles of worship would not be done away with; rather, they would now be transformed by the full revelation in the Son (Heb. 1:2).
After the Jews returned from the Exile, they anticipated a glorious new beginning based on the promises of God. But it soon became obvious that the way back would not be easy. The promises of the new covenant seemed to lag seriously, even though the people were back in their land to rebuild the temple. The attempts to restore the old worship, that is, patching it up with new patches on old cloth (Luke 5:36), only made people realize that they could not go back and recapture the glory. The way had to be forward. Thus, they developed new structures, new laws, and new patterns of worship that would hasten the transformation, but they missed the sign for the new direction that God was going to open with the coming of the divine Lord, the Messiah, to his temple.
C H A P T E R 2 1
The Need
for
Transformation
Worship After the Destruction of the Temple
Because the people did not listen to the warnings of the prophets but persisted in their idolatrous and hypocritical activities-not for a few years but for a few centuries-the judgment of God finally came. For those taken into captivity there would be no pilgrimages to the festivals, none of the songs of Zion, and no reason to rejoice in the salvation of the LORD (cf. Ps. 137:1-6). For most of them it seemed like God's plan for Israel was finished: God apparently had abandoned them to a ruthless people whose gods were triumphant, and their God was unable or unwilling to deliver them (see Isa. 40:27; 50:1-3). Was there to be no more worship of the LORD?
But in the nation's darkest hours, the prophets spoke of a new beginning: the LORD would not leave the Israelites scattered among the nations but would regather them to their land, enable them to rebuild the temple, and reconsecrate them as a priestly people. It would be a new covenant that the LORD would make, not unlike the old, but better in all its provisions. It would not only provide for their restoration to the land and their spiritual renewal as the people of God, but it would also guarantee the reign of their King, the Messiah, or "anointed one," over a kingdom or righteousness and peace in a whole new creation (see primarily Isa. 54; Jer. 31; Ezek. 36). Those who waited on the LORD received this word with gladness and looked for the day of deliverance when the LORD would again say, "You are my people," and they would say "You are my God" (Hos. 2:16-23). Yes, after the restoration they could expect great changes to their worship. But until then, their worship was in ruins.
Worship Among the Ruins
Even though the war left the temple in ruins, the site remained a holy place, and people continued to offer sacrifices there (Jer. 41:5). But because the center of their worship was in shambles and their leaders exiled (cf. Isa. 57:3-13; Ezek. 33:24-29), it is not surprising that their worship took on a decided note of lamentation and mourning. There had been laments offered before in the sanctuary (Jer. 41:4-6), but now a number of passages in Jeremiah were structured as liturgies of lamentation over the national devastation. And we read that by the time Zechariah returned, official lamentation in the worship had been going on in the fifth month ever since the destruction (Zech. 7:3-5). Hillers suggests that the poems in Lamentations may have been used almost immediately in public mourning in Jerusalem:' both the poetic forms and their organization fit the use of laments for "ritual" in the broad sense, that is, a poem is an abstraction from experience that invites contemplation, repetition, and the participation of others. But also in the narrower sense the poems are eminently suited for ritual in that they contain elements common in religious rites, such as petition, lament, confession, and imprecation, and draw on ancient native traditions of composition for common worship, such as the psalms of lament.2
What a contrast this was to the great celebrations that had filled the Holy Place before. If the people had lamented over their sins before the judgment (Joel 2:12-17), they would still have been rejoicing.
Worship in the Exile
During the last chaotic days of Judah, many people had fled to Egypt (cf. Jer. 42), some just inside the border (43:7) but others much farther into Egypt (44:1).3 The settlement on the northern coast grew into one of the major centers of Judaism (later Alexandria), but we do not know much of their immediate practices. Those who settled at the first cataract of the Nile (called Elephantine) became syncretistic in their religious practices 4
The Jews who were deported to Babylon' were allowed to live and assemble as they wished, but for the first time in their national existence their worship had to be non-sacrificial. There was no temple, no functioning priesthood, and no festival. Their captors even taunted them over this (cf. Ps. 137:3; Isa. 52:5). The believers had to rely on their holy books and traditions for their identity, so the study of Scripture and prayer became the focus of their gatherings.
The faithful held fast to the Torah (Dan. 1), refused to bow to pagan images (Dan. 3), and prayed openly to the LORD (Dan. 6). People gathered in the house of the prophet to hear the word of the LORD, although they often came just to hear a pleasing speaker (Ezek. 33:30-32). Eventually, teaching and preserving the teachings no longer remained the prerogatives of the priests. Scribes became active in copying, codifying, and explaining Holy Scriptures and so were seen to stand in the tradition of the prophets.
Out of the Exile there emerged a worshipping community that held more strictly to the law and the traditions than before. For them Sabbath observance became a crucial test for the faith (Jer. 17:19-27; Ezek. 20:12). Circumcision was adhered to carefully as the sign of their covenant, and their standards of clean and unclean foods were maintained in spite ofbe- ing at odds with the diet of the East (Ezek. 4:12-15; 22:26; 44; Dan. 1).
Worship in the Restoration
The Edict of Restoration
In the year 536 B.C. Cyrus allowed the Jews to return to their land and rebuild their temple with money from the royal treasury (Ezra 1:2-4; 6:3-5).' For many Jews this seemed to be the beginning of the fulfillment of the new covenant. As they returned they were filled with joy over what the LORD had done (Ps. 126:1-3) and that this was the day of deliverance that the LORD had made (Ps. 118:22-24). So grateful were they that when they arrived in the land they gave freewill offerings toward the rebuilding of the temple before settling into their own towns (Ezra 2:68-70).
The Restoration of Worship
Under Zerubbabel the temple was to be rebuilt. But first the altar was built and worship was restored (Ezra 3:1-6). In the seventh month, the people came together to celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles. The priests offered sacrifices according to the law, especially for the requirements of the festival. From this beginning, then, sacrificial worship was reinstated for the regular worship as well as for appointed feasts. This they began to do even before the foundations had been laid.
When the laying of the temple foundation actually began about 534 B.C., the priests and Levitical singers and musicians stood by to praise and thank God by saying, "He is good; his love to Israel endures forever" (Ezra 3:10-11). There followed a great shout of praise from all the people, because the foundation had been laid. Older members who recalled the former temple now wept aloud since the new foundation was a far cry from the glorious place that Solomon had built (v. 12). Ezra says that no one could distinguish the sounds of the shouting for joy from the weeping (v. 13).
After about twenty years the temple was completed (March, 515 B.c.) with the help of the exhortations of Haggai' and Zechariah (Ezra 6:13- 15).9 The dedication services included the sacrificing of one hundred bulls, two hundred rams, four hundred lambs, and for a sin offering for all Israel, twelve male goats (v. 17). God had restored temple worship after almost a century of waste and void, and the people rejoiced in it, although, in view of the prophetic vision of a glorious city made with gold and precious stones (Isa. 54:11-12), they realized that this was not yet the fulfillment of the promise.
Then almost immediately the exiles celebrated the Feast of Passover (Ezra 6:19-22) as a sign that the return was a second exodus. The priests and Levites had purified themselves, and the Israelites "ate together with all who had separated themselves from the filth of the nations of the land in order to seek the LORD God of Israel" (v. 21 NKJV). It was confirmation to them that they were the people of God and that they were on the verge of receiving the promised golden era.
Spiritual Direction for a New Beginning
Ezra and the Exposition of Scripture
When Ezra came to Jerusalem, he found a number of serious violations that needed to be addressed if worship was to be valid. The greatest difficulty concerned mixed marriages, even within the high-priestly family. Ezra wept and confessed the sin of the people before the LORD until it affected the conscience of the people (Ezra 10:1-5), and they rallied to the right course of action (vv. 6-15). Malachi also had to face this problem of men putting away their wives and marrying women who worshipped other gods (Mal. 2:10-16). For those who were guilty of this, the prophet declared, God would pay no attention to their worship-all he could see was the pain that they inflicted on their proper wives. No doubt some of these violations were due to the failure of the priests to teach the law correctly (Mal. 2:8).
Even later when Nehemiah came to be the governor, Ezra led the covenant reforms.12 Nehemiah 8 reports that on the first day of the seventh month, Ezra read from the Law all morning and the people listened intently. He stood on a high wooden platform. When he opened the Book, the people stood up; and when he praised the LORD, the people responded with "Amen, Amen," and then bowed down and worshipped the LORD. In order to make sure that the people understood, Ezra and his assistants read clearly and gave the meaning of the Law so that the people could understand what was read.13 The response was emotional as the people wept when they listened to the words. But the reformers encouraged them to rejoice and not to grieve, because the day was sacred-the joy of the LORD would be their strength (vv. 9-11).
On the second day they learned in their readings that they were to live in booths during the seventh month to commemorate their ancestors' wilderness experience. So they went out and collected the branches and made their booths. Day after day they listened to the Word being read as they celebrated the Feast of Tabernacles.
That same month the people assembled to fast, wearing sackcloth and having dust on their heads (Neh. 9:1-2). They confessed their sins and the sins of their fathers.14 They read from the Law for a quarter of the day and spent an equal amount of time in confession and worship. The day concluded with their renewing their commitments to the covenant.
Nehemiah's Glorious Celebration
Under Nehemiah the walls of Jerusalem were finally rebuilt, and the people committed themselves to obedience to the LORD and the stability of the Holy City (Neh. 10:28-39).15 At the dedication of the walls, there was a great celebration of worship that took place (12:27-47). All the Levitical singers and musicians in the countryside were brought to Jerusalem so that the praise would be magnificent. But the celebration also had to be sanctified; so once they were in the Holy Place, the priests and Levites purified themselves as well as the people, the gates, and the wall.
Nehemiah appointed two large choirs with their instruments to go up onto the walls in different directions, one group led by Ezra and the other by Nehemiah. In the temple precincts, they sang loudly and the people rejoiced with great joy as the sacrifices were being offered.
It was also critical for them to read the Book of Moses because they wanted to make sure their worship was right. When they came to the curse on the Moabites and Ammonites, they decided it best to separate the mixed multitude from them (Neh. 13:1-3), no doubt recalling how their ancestors' tolerance for other people and their religious ideas had opened the door for corrupt worship. It appears that the believing community was trying to recapture the spirit and the form of worship as it was legislated by Moses, developed by David, and reformed by Hezekiah and Josiah. In fact, we know that 1 and 2 Chronicles were written about this time for this very purpose-to inform the Jewish people of what was supposed to be by reminding them of the history of the faith and especially temple worship, and to show them what it would take to restore it. The reformers and prophets tirelessly called the people to the kind of worship that had filled these holy courts with the celebration of communion with the holy LORD God.
Malachi's Rejection of Worthless Worship
In addition to some of the same sins of the people, Malachi faced a different kind of problem in the worship in his day:16 people were giving worthless gifts to God and so were actually despising him (Mal. 1:6-14). They were sacrificing animals that were crippled, blind, or diseased. By sacrificing worthless animals, they made their worship convenient but contemptible. They may have reasoned that the animals were only going to be burnt up on the altar anyway and that the performance of the ritual would be enough to please God. But what kinds of gifts people bring to the LORD indicates what they think of him. Malachi said these people despised the LORD.
In his message Malachi was addressing the priests because the whole mess was their fault. They had not upheld the standards of worship, probably because they were not teaching the Word of God correctly (Mal. 2:1-9). Accordingly, to them the whole sacrificial ritual had become a drudgery. They went through the ritual, but their hearts were not in it. Did God accept this? Absolutely not. Acceptable worship from the beginning had always required that God receive the best, no matter what was being offered to him. And that has not changed. The Lord lays claim to the best we have to offer, for he is to receive the preeminence in all things (Col. 1:18).
Malachi was so incensed by this that he wished that someone would shut the doors to the sanctuary and keep these people out! No worship at all would be better than kindling the fires of the altar for such a sham (Mal. 1:10).17 If the priests did not change their teachings and the worship, God would reject them as unclean (the image used is to smear offal across their faces so that they would be carted out of the sanctuary; 2:3). If Israel would not worship him properly, he would turn to the Gentiles who would honor his name in pure worship (1:11, 14).18 They probably took this as rhetorical excess, for they were a belligerent lot. Little did they expect that this would actually happen.
Conclusion
After the disaster of the Exile, there were healthy efforts to transform worship into something honoring to God and meaningful for the people. The reforms and the reestablishment of worship, all with the memory of glorious worship in the days of David and Solomon and Hezekiah and Josiah, were necessary and meaningful steps forward. The greatest re vival of the period, though, was of the importance of the Word of God in the worship and service of the people. And if the priests would not do it, or could not do it, then the scribes would. Because if the Word of God was not read, taught, and explained, the worship would easily be corrupted, not necessarily in the direction of idolatry, but in disobedience in general. It was clear that if proper worship was to be recaptured, the spiritual condition of the people had to be changed. That would have to be addressed by the faithful teaching of Scripture and addressed quickly, because the Lord was going to come like a refining fire (Mal. 3:1-5).
C H A P T E R 2 2
The Change
in
Worship
The Focus on the Word of God
THE RELIGIOUS LEADERS WERE now determined to give full attention to the law in their daily activities as well as their religious ceremonies. Piety was determined by obedience to the law; religious practices were based on the law; and their future hope was based in part on compliance with the law. Gradually, a strict legalism began to emerge, designed to safeguard Judaism from the errors of the past.
There was a renewed commitment to carrying out to the letter what the law said. So all the festivals were restored, along with a new one from the Exile. The Day of Atonement came into great prominence because of the realization that the Exile and the present condition were the result of disobedience to the law. Over the years other special rituals were added to the calendar to strengthen the concern for confession, including days of awe and lamentation preserved from the Exile.
Since the law was supreme, those who knew it best emerged as authorities. The scribes began to think of themselves as standing in the tradition of the prophets, because they knew God's Word, sometimes by heart. Acceptable interpretations of the law by the greatest teachers and sages were prepared by the schools of the scribes to form a "hedge" around the law to protect its meaning. This gradually expanded to include the massive oral law of the sages. Every law was given detailed definition and prescribed adjustments to situations in order to preserve the right conduct under the law in every area of life and worship. Thus, by the time Jesus appeared on the scene, the worship of Israel was being zealously guarded by a whole new religious order, an order that sought to prevent the catastrophe of the Exile from happening again, while hoping for the promised deliverance from all oppressors. The basic traditions of the worship of ancient Israel were carried forward but with significant new developments and a different spirit.
Worship in the Synagogue
Origins
The origin of the synagogue is still obscure, but literary and archaeological clues continue to surface.' It is certainly older than Gospel times, because in Jesus' day synagogues dotted the land and had a fairly welldeveloped, if basic, order to their religious activities. The inspiration, if not the idea, for synagogues may go back to Ezekiel's time, when people met to hear the Word of the LORD taught, to pray, and to receive the blessings, encouragements, and oracles from the prophet (Ezek. 8:1; 14:1; 33:30-33). Eventually there developed a system for the scheduled reading and explanation of Scripture on Sabbaths and other special occasions. Deuteronomy was important to the liturgy because it had numerous expressions that could be adapted easily to worship. In fact, its emphasis on instruction in the law probably contributed to the development of synagogue worship.'
While there is very little information about early synagogue worship, it is clear that homilies of the passages of Scripture that were read formed an important part of the service.' There are homilies' in the early collections of rabbinic teachings that probably originated in this worship; and there are later homilies in the Midrash Pesikta Rabbati that reflect firstcentury homilies from worship services. There is also an oration on the power of reason in 4 Maccabbees, which may be an early exposition, and a fragment of Philo's sermon on Samson. The New Testament records sermons or interpretations that were independent of the readings (Luke 4:15-21; Acts 13:16-41).
With regard to prayer in the synagogue, we have the same kinds of evidence. Matthew 6:5 indicates that prayer was a part of synagogue worship (albeit abused on occasion). But there are also pre-Christian set prayers in the Greek text of Daniel inserted between 3:23 and 3:24 (e.g., the litany of penitence, vv. 3-22; and a eucharistic litany, vv. 29-68), as well as rabbinical writings that reach back into earlier writings to support their set prayers.
Apparently, then, the reading of Scripture, probably the Law and the Prophets, interpretations and exhortations based on the readings, and a basic liturgy of set blessings, prayers, and benedictions formed the early worship of the synagogue.
Organization
Synagogues came to be the most visible buildings in the towns. The simple ones were mere halls that had a few basic things like a chest ("ark") for the scrolls, some benches around the walls for the elderly, and perhaps a seat for the teacher.6 The synagogue in Alexandria, Egypt, was patterned after the temple (see Tos. Suk. 4:20) and therefore was more elaborate. Most synagogues had some symbolism, such as carvings of vine leaves and grapes, paschal lambs, and seven-branched candlesticks on the columns or walls. But most importantly they had water reservoirs for ritual baths' in the courtyard or nearby.
There is no evidence that women had a special isolated gallery in the synagogue as has been commonly assumed.' That practice appears to have been brought into some centers of Judaism centuries later under Islamic influence or pressure. In the early periods women may have been asked to read the lessons in the services (see Tos. Meg. 4:11), and a few were teachers.
Early Jewish believers in Jesus continued to go to synagogues until near the end of the first century, when there was a special enactment to prevent them 9 As a qualified teacher from Jerusalem, Paul made it his practice to find the synagogue and preach there. His homilies on the readings were met with varied responses.
Our information about the leaders of the synagogue begins to emerge with the New Testament, although it is still not clear how these positions came into existence or how their duties may have changed.
Elders held a prominent role in the synagogues, as well as in the early churches, because they had been so important in the Old Testament.10 Elders also could be rulers or ministers of synagogues; they were also at times scribes and scholars, for they were the knowledgeable leaders of the communities and their worship. As in the Old Testament, elders were to be mature and wise and have the respect of the community."
One was chosen ruler over the synagogue (Sot. 7:7; Mark 5:22), although the office was hereditary in places (Kid. 4:5; Dem. 3:1). In addition to the care of the synagogue, his duties included choosing the readers (Acts 13:15) and collecting alms for the poor (Pe'ah 8:7).
The minister of the synagogue (Sot. 7:7; Shab. 1:3; Luke 4:20) carried out the orders of the ruler, especially in getting the scrolls for the reader. Like deacons in the early church, he served tables (see Acts 6:1-6).'2 But he also was the elementary teacher (Tos. Pe'ah 4:10) and at times wielded the scourge (Makk. 3:12).
Additionally, there were people designated to lead the prayers, or read the lessons, or provide the interpretation in Aramaic13 (or at times Greek) for the people (see Meg. 4:4; Tos. Meg. 4:20-21; see esp. 1 Cor. 14:27-28).
We do not have much information about the congregations either." From the later period (at least after the destruction of the temple in A.D. 70), the congregation said the responses, the most important of which were the "Amens" after the benedictions. The congregation also participated in saying the great Shema (Dent. 6:4): "Hear (shema'), 0 Israel: the LORD our God, the LORD is one." At morning prayer, except on Sabbaths and festivals, men wore two symbolic little cases called tephillin (phulakteria in Matt. 23:5), one on the arm and one on the forehead. The cases contained parchment on which were written Exodus 13:1-10 and 11-16 and Deuteronomy 6:4-9 and 11:13-21. Moses had instructed the people to bind the law on their hands and their foreheads, and so the pious did this in order to remind themselves to keep the law on their minds and obey it (Deut. 6:8-9).
In the days of Jesus, some people apparently wore these all day and not only during prayer. The same may be true of the so-called prayer shawl (tallit; himation in the Gospel), that is, the upper garment with the fringes of hyacinth-blue and white wool at its corners (Num. 15:37-39; Dent. 22:12; cf. Matt. 9:20; 14:36; 23:5; Mark 6:56; Luke 8:44). Jesus criticized those who did this for show, feigning piety in public.
Prayers and Benedictions
In the Old Testament there is no specific commandment concerning prayers in worship. There are references to benedictions (Num. 6:24-26; 2 Chron. 30:27) and prayers proper (Lev. 16:21; Dent. 26:10, 13; 1 Kings 8:22-53), but they are not set forth as elements of a regulated divine service. Eventually there were two congregational prayer services, morning and afternoon prayers, with full "liturgical" worship taking place on Sabbaths and appointed festivals.
The earliest and most important prayers are those connected to the saying of the Shema and the benedictions. Again, it is important to stress that precise dating for the introduction and development of these set prayers is not always possible. But we can say that some of them, and some form of them, were likely in place by the time of the early church. Their inclusion here at least gives the reader an idea of what synagogue worship became.
"Hear, 0 Israel"
The Shema was said in obedience to the precept, "You ... shall talk of them [the commandments] ... when you lie down and when you rise up" (Dent. 6:7 NASB). The ruling was that everyone was to say twice daily three paragraphs of Scripture, beginning with the Shema (Dent. 6:4-9) and adding Deuteronomy 11:13-21 and Numbers 15:37-41. According to tradition, this "creed," together with the benedictions and the Decalogue, formed a significant part of the temple liturgy (Tamid v. 1). Thus it was in use before A.D. 70.
Benedictions
There were four liturgical pieces to be said with the Shema, two before and one after the morning Shema, and two before and two after the evening Shema (Ber. 1:4). The first is called Yotser. It extols the LORD as the former (yotser) of light. Its present form cannot belong to the first century because it contains medieval liturgical pieces. But the benediction emphasizes Creation and messianic redemption, drawing directly from Isaiah 45:7. Two of the themes match sayings of Jesus, God's daily renewal of creation (Matt. 5:45; cf. Luke 6:36) and his work in Creation and redemption, even on the Sabbath (John 5:10-18).
The second benediction is known by its opening word'Ahavah ([with] "love"). It praises the LORD for his unchanging love manifested in many ways, most importantly in redemption. Tradition claims that this prayer was recited by the priests in the temple before saying the Decalogue and Shema (Mid. v. 1). But there is some uncertainty about the date of its inauguration since it seems to contain polemical elements against Christian teachings.16
The concluding benediction ('Emet we-Yatsiv, "true and constant") blesses God for his faithful word that is worthy of acceptation (see 1 Tim. 1:15) because it endures from generation to generation. It may come from the time after Jesus and before the destruction of the temple in A.D. 70.
The Hashivenu ("cause us to lie down") is the second prayer to be said in the evening. The ending suggests that it was inaugurated after the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. It is a prayer for divine protection, weaving together a number of biblical praises on the theme.
In addition to these four prayers, there were "Eighteen Benedictions" (shemoneh Ysreh), a group of prayers characterized mostly by praise. The collection is also called tephillah, "Prayer," and camidah, "Standing," because it is recited standing. It is difficult to determine the earliest form of the benedictions, or their dates, but several were probably in use in Jesus' time. At first they probably numbered only about six prayers for weekdays and seven for Sabbaths and festivals.
For example, Benediction 1 blesses the LORD as the sovereign God who shields his people from age to age. This may be earlier than the time of Jesus.
Benediction 2 either precedes the Sadducean influence or opposes it, because it blesses the LORD who quickens the dead.
Benediction 6 prays for forgiveness and blesses God who forgives; it may be from the beginning of the Christian era.
Benediction 12 comes at the turn of the century (A.D. 110-117); it prays that apostates and Rome be rooted out and the Nazareans and Minim [heretics] perish in a moment (probably aimed at Jewish Christians 17). It blesses the LORD for humbling the arrogant.
Benediction 17 may be pre-Christian; it blesses God for his benefits, grace, and love that he has shown to his people Israel.
There was always an aversion among the Jewish teachers to letting prayer become a fixed duty with fixed formulas. To avoid this one could include something new in the prayer each day (Ber. 29b). But the set prayers and benedictions guided the faithful in their prayers, assisted them in articulating their faith, and preserved them from following new sects. The Jewish community was trying to preserve its identity in the face of the expanding new faith in Jesus.
Services
All the uncertainties expressed so far show how difficult it is to reconstruct what a first-century synagogue service would have been like. The earliest information comes from Luke (4:15-21), and it, of course, is very brief and concerned with Scripture-reading and exhortation." That prayers, especially in connection with the readings from the Law and the Prophets, were said, is, however, most likely. Benedictions like the following may have been said in the time of Jesus:
The one asked to read the Law would say:
The congregation would respond:
Blessed are you, 0 LORD, who gave us the Torah of truth and plants eternal life in our midst;" Blessed are you, 0 LORD, the Giver of the Torah!
The reader would then read the section from the Law and say:
Before the prophetic lesson, the following benedictions also were probably already said, in substance, at any rate, in the first century:
So if we fit the readings and the benedictions into the whole synagogue service, we may reconstruct an order. The ruler summons the minister to invite someone from the congregation to recite the Shema and the benedictions connected with it. That person would begin by saying to the congregation, "Bless the Lord, the Blessed One," to which the congregation would respond, "Blessed be the Lord, the blessed One, for ever and ever." Then the leader would say (perhaps an early form of) the Yotser and the 'Ahavah, while standing in the midst of the congregation, who were probably seated on the floor (elders and various others had seats).
The Shema proper would be said antiphonally: the leader would say, "Hear, 0 Israel," and the congregation would respond by repeating that and then continuing to the end. The leader would respond at once with "Blessed be the Name of the glory of his Kingdom for ever and ever."
This liturgy would be followed by the reading of the lesson from the Law (in portions) with its appropriate benedictions before and after. And because Hebrew was not fully understood by all, a designated translator gave the meaning in Aramaic.
This was followed by the lesson from the Prophets (called the haphtorah, "dismissal," because this ended the service) with its benedictions. This was also read in Hebrew and translated three verses at a time.
That psalms were said or chanted especially at festivals and on Sabbaths is also likely since the synagogue services came to reflect temple worship. Because the original purpose of the synagogue was reading and explaining Scripture and praying, it was probably only after the fall of Jerusalem that it began to be considered a little sanctuary (based on Ezek. 11:16; cf. Meg. 29a), a substitute for the temple. If that is the case, in the time of Jesus there would not have been a lot of fixed liturgy, only the benedictions before and after the readings from the Law and the Prophets. We may assume that in the provincial synagogues psalms and prayers were chanted by those who could not go up to Jerusalem, but there is no direct evidence for this. After the death of Jesus and the beginning of the growth of the church, however, the Shema probably became a little creed, and special prayers were formulated in connection with it to emphasize the divine unity, the permanency of the law, and Israel's identity. The other prayers would have been added later, so that by the middle of the second century the liturgy acquired a set form.
Jewish Christians apparently took part in all that was available to them for various reasons. They continued to go to the temple for worship activities until it was destroyed (see Acts 20:16). The meetings with Christians in homes were probably regarded as supplementary to and clarifying of the worship they were used to at the central sanctuary. But now they had come to realize that Christ fulfilled the purpose and the types of the temple, making their participation in temple worship very different at least, if necessary at all. Jewish believers also continued to attend synagogue services, for they were keenly interested in the interpretation of Scripture and prayer. However, that eventually came to an end as well.
Perhaps if we knew more about the synagogue services of the time we might see how Christian prayers (as in Acts 2:42) replaced synagogue prayers and the apostles' teaching replaced that of the scribes. Certainly Paul's letters are filled with expressions that reflect Jewish traditions and synagogue ritual; he was able to bring it all forward to show how Jesus the Messiah was God's answer to the longings of worshipping Israel.
Sectarian Worship
Samaritans
One of the oldest sects was the Samaritans. The pious Jews considered the Samaritans an impure race with a corrupted religious tradition and thus would have nothing to do with them. The Samaritans, of course, told a different story. They claimed the division with the Jews went back to the time that Eli set up an apostate shrine at Shiloh, abandoning the original setting at Mount Gerizim, where Joshua ratified the covenant. According to Samaritan teaching, "the accursed Ezra" falsified the sa cred text to present the Samaritans as impure. The Samaritans set up their own worship; they built their temple on Mount Gerizim (between 335-330 B.c.)23 and followed the law of Moses very carefully,24 observing the Sabbath and the festivals. For the Day of Atonement they followed the Mosaic traditions, but they had their own high priest. One peculiar festival was held sixty days before Passover (the Day of Simmuth); it commemorated the day when the people obtained a calendar worked out by Phinehas from the meridian of Mount Gerizim. This mountain was therefore uppermost in the minds of the Samaritans, as we see in the case of the Samaritan woman (John 4:20). But Jesus said that true worship would be neither on Gerizim or on Zion in Jerusalem because it would be transformed by him forever (John 4:21-24).
Major Jewish Sects
The Pharisees
The Pharisees were a religious sect that held to the historic faith 2' but often in self-righteous and hypocritical ways.26 The name Pharisee means "separated one."27 The Pharisees certainly did separate themselves from Gentiles, from "sinners" such as the people of the land, and the illiterate or unrefined who did not observe religious duties and purity laws. They did not think that people could be pious if they did not study the law ('Avoth 2:5; Matt. 9:11; John 7:49).
In their strict observance of the law, the Pharisees gave greatest attention to laws concerning Sabbath days, uncleanness and ritual washing, and tithing. Their teaching of the law often included detailed requirements that were intended to guide people in keeping the law but proved only to be burdensome (Matt. 23:4). There could be little joy in worship if no one could keep their rules. They had almost placed their traditions on a par with the law, at least in practice.28 To violate them was a serious offense, which they were quite ready to point out (Mark 7:1-5). This has been a frequent tendency in the church too, as well-intended traditions-more so than Scripture-have become the defining features of different groups.
The Sadducees
The Sadducees arose in reaction to the Pharisees in the early second century B.C. The name may have been taken from Zadok, the priest of Solomon's time who became the father of the main priestly line, for many priests and high priests belonged to the Sadducees (Acts 4:1; 5:17).29 The Pharisees and Sadducees often engaged in vigorous debates (Acts 23:6-7; Yad. 4:6-7), but the Pharisees enjoyed popular support and were more powerful (Yoma 19b says the Sadducees were a little afraid of them). The Sadducees rejected the Pharisees' emphasis on oral tradition as authoritative, but since they represented the smaller, wealthy class, they were often forced to go along with the rulings and observe the oral traditions of the Pharisees (Yoma 1:5).
By and large the Sadducees were held in low esteem.30 The Psalms of Solomon (mid-first century B.C.) calls them "sinners." One text in the Mishnah ranks the Sadducee with the deaf mute, imbecile, and minor ('Eruv. 3:2), and another compares the daughters of Sadducees to Samaritan women (Nid. 4:2) because they were lax on the law of purity.
The two religious parties differed on doctrine. Pharisees believed in the immortal soul, the resurrection of the dead, and the world to come. Sadducees denied the resurrection31 (Matt. 22:23; Acts 4:1-2; 23:8), the existence of angels as presented by the Pharisees (Acts 23:8), the immortality of the soul, and future rewards or punishments. Consequently, the spiritual leadership in the temple, the high priest and the majority of the priests, often were men who did not believe in all that the historic faith had included.
Confrontations between the parties in Jesus' time were mild compared to what they had been for a century and a half before. Under Greek rule from Antioch, the office of high priest was sold to different people. The pious Jews, the Hasidim, opposed this and all hellenizing efforts. Finally, in 168 B.C. the Jews, under the leadership of the Maccabean priests, rebelled against Antioch because of the pagan practices at the altar in Jerusalem-the offering of a pig in particular. They won their independence and established the Hasmonean dynasty.
But the faithful soon found themselves with a new problem. In 140 B.C. the Hasmonean ruler Simon also became the high priest. Even though Simon was murdered, Hyrcanus I also became king and high priest (135 B.C.). The Pharisees objected vigorously to the priest (from Levi) having temporal power (from Judah). When Alexander Janneus (103-76) came to the throne, he not only became high priest but also married his brother's widow Salome, which was against the law for rulers. Janneus had such contempt for ritual law that once in a "worship" service he poured the sacred libations out on his feet. The Pharisees had come prepared-they pelted him with fruit. If that was not disgraceful enough, civil war broke out. Janneus was defeated initially, but in the end he managed to retain his power. Hundreds of Pharisees were crucified and their wives butchered, and thousands of people left the land.32 The vision of entering the presence of the LORD for glorious worship must have seemed especially remote now.
After a time of struggle over these issues, Salome became political ruler (76-67). She made Hyrcanus II (a Pharisee) the priest, but his brother Aristobulus (a Sadducee) took over (67-63). Rome stepped in to bring peace to the land, and Pompey made Hyrcanus II, the Pharisee, priest and ethnarch. Under the cruel reign of Herod, and probably at his instigation, Hyrcanus was mutilated and had to be replaced as priest. Herod, as a half Jew, an Idumean (i.e., Edomite), and a friend of the Romans, continued to alienate the Pharisees. He yielded to pressure to put Aristobulus in the priest's office, only to have him drowned in his swimming pool. How people could continue to worship in the temple with all this confusion is amazing. We can certainly appreciate that the political and religious leadership of the land had become so corrupt that people were ready for a prophet with true spiritual authority.
To appease the Jews Herod began building the temple in Jerusalem. He wanted to build it exactly as the law and traditions dictated, using only Levites who were sanctified. But he also wanted it to be the greatest temple ever built; thus, construction had been ongoing for forty-six years when Jesus started his ministry. It was destroyed in A.D. 70 as Jesus predicted. Like Jeremiah, Jesus taught that true worship did not need a sanctuary. In fact, as things stood, worship would be better off without it.
The Essenes
The Essenes were a sect that firmly believed they were better off without the temple. They could not abide the wicked high priest, so they left the temple to form their own communes, some of them in the desert.33 The Essenes, whose name is from Aramaic hasya, "pious," apparently began with a "Teacher of Righteousness" who rejected the chaotic struggle in Jerusalem and encouraged living righteously away from it (about 160143 B.C.). The early references identify their colony at the north end of the Dead Sea, but later there were different orders of Essenes in the land.
They worshipped in strict obedience to the law. For six days of the week there was instruction, all of the members sitting in order with one man reading and another explaining. The seventh day was kept holy. But they were in disagreement with offering sacrifices in the temple in Jerusalem; they sent offerings to the temple but no sacrifices since their purification rites differed.
Their ideal was to live a life of righteousness untarnished by society's evil. They vowed piety to God, justice to man, hatred of the wicked, and love for the just. And their life was a life of discipline. Each day they arose in silence, prayed an ancestral prayer facing the sun, worked until about eleven in the morning, bathed in cold water (purity), put on sacred garments and assembled to eat. The priest prayed, ate, and then prayed again and blessed God. They would return to work until the evening meal, which followed the same routine.
They worked in the fields, the commune itself, or the scriptorium. They prepared natural healing products (often using stones and roots). They were good at predicting events and interpreting dreams. In fact, the Essenes ministered as prophets and scribes, zealously preserving the scrolls and the teachings. They thought they were in the last days and anticipated the final battle with the forces of evil. Their participation in the wars against Rome brought their communities to an end.
Conclusion
After the destruction of Solomon's temple in 586 B.C., the devout life had to be sustained through careful compliance with Scripture, the reading and teaching of the Law, and prayer-aspects of worship that had been neglected in the past. And this renewed emphasis on the Word of the LORD was so helpful that when the temple was rebuilt it was retained as a part of the life of worship. In time the synagogue developed and became the dominant center of daily religious activities throughout the land, but without supplanting the temple as the place for sacrifices and festivals.
Although gross idolatry was never a national problem again after the Exile, there were other problems that in some ways were more difficult. The failure of the priests to teach the law opened the door for a host of sinful practices and contempt for worship. Scribes and teachers tried to restore obedience to the law but in time ended up adding rulings and traditions by their own authority. Corruption in the Jewish royal family and priesthood, which were often united, led to the conflicts between different religious groups and the confusion of the people. The Sadducees fought to hold the seats of power; the Pharisees sought to maintain a rigid compliance with the law; the Essenes left for the desert; and the common person was left with little hope because he was considered a sinner. Into this mix Jesus came with the truth.
Amazingly, in the church down through its history and even today, positions of leadership have often been controlled or influenced by those who believe even less than the Sadducees. They are rightly opposed by traditionalists, even though like the Pharisees these traditionalists' activities often display self-righteousness and hypocrisy. Some groups have walked away from the conflicts and formed their own communities, groups such as monastic orders and Christian communes. But the gates of hell have not prevailed against Christ's church; believers have always found ways to preserve the faith through the worship of the Lord. Whenever religious leadership has failed, God has raised up new leaders to transform the worship and service of the people of God. The faithful worship of the living God will always eclipse the difficulties and disagreements in the institutions with their positions of power.
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INTO THE MIDDLE OF THIS spiritual confusion stepped Jesus. And like the prophets of old he rebuked false and hypocritical worship, from the top down. He charged that many religious leaders not only had missed the spirit and purpose of worship but also had perverted it. Jesus was no ordinary prophet, for his words had an authority never heard before and his works authenticated his message. And such authentication was necessary, for his message revealed, among other things, that he was both the means and the object of true worship.
Jesus' Ministry in Worship Settings
Jesus did much of his teaching and many of his works in settings of worship. This should be no surprise since Jewish life was filled with services and festivals in synagogues and the temple.
He set the tone for his mission when at the age of twelve he was in Jerusalem for Passover (Luke 2:41-50). Separated from his family in the vast temple precincts, he was eventually found among the teachers, listening to them and asking questions that amazed them. Judging from similar discussions at festival time, the dialogue probably concerned the meaning of Passover, which Jesus' mission would fully reveal. Doeve says, "Their amazement must relate to his deducing things from Scripture which they had never found before."1 Here, too, were Jesus' first recorded thoughts about his identity-the temple was his Father's house, the place where the Son should be (v. 49).2
After the long years of silence, Jesus chose the synagogue service in Nazareth, his hometown, to announce his mission. After all, it was his custom to go the synagogue on the Sabbath (Luke 4:16). The passage notes several aspects of the synagogue service: an attendant gave him the scroll when he stood up to read; and when he finished reading the passage from Isaiah, he handed it back to the attendant and then took the customary seated position (in Moses' seat) to deliver his comments, which on this occasion concerned the prophecy of his divinely ordained ministry (Luke 4:18-21; from Isa. 61:1-2) and how it was rejected in his hometown (4:23-27; cf. Matt. 13:54). The crowd in Nazareth expelled him, but he continued his teaching and preaching in the synagogues in Capernaum (Luke 4:31, 38; cf. John 6:59) and Judea (4:44).
In order to authenticate his claims, especially that of fulfilling Isaiah's prophecy, Jesus performed many miracles, some of them in the synagogue services and on the Sabbath day. In the presence of assembled worshippers, he cast out a demon (Mark 1:21-28), healed a shriveled hand (Luke 6:6-11), and ended a woman's years of infirmity (Luke 13:10-17). Nothing barred people with such infirmities from synagogues. In fact, people came to find God through prayer and his Word. But with Jesus present, synagogue worship had new life. People wanted to see his power and his glory, and when they did, they praised God. By doing these wonderful works on the Sabbath, however, he incensed some religious leaders who thought they should have been done on one of the other days. Nevertheless, when Jairus, the ruler of a synagogue had a dying daughter, it was Jesus whom he called (Luke 8:40-56).
When he healed a leper, he said, "Go, show yourself to the priest and offer the gift Moses commanded, as a testimony to them" (Matt. 8:4; cf. Mark 1:43). The expression "as a testimony to them" indicates that the miracle would attest to his messiahship. The Law specified that the priest would have to declare the man clean (and therefore authenticate the miracle) and then conduct the appropriate ritual (Lev. 14). Thus, Jesus shows that he did not come to do away with the law but to fulfill it (Matt. 5:17). By touching the unclean leper, Jesus actually superseded the law; by cleansing him, he fulfilled the law; and by sending him to the priest, he followed the law. Leprosy had prevented this man from full communion with God in the temple, but Jesus made that communion possible by removing the effects of sin. The Father was seeking worshippers (John 4:23)-and Jesus was providing them. A similar account is the cleansing of the ten lepers in Luke 17:11-19. Jesus instructed them to go and show themselves to the priest, and as they went they were healed. Again he demonstrated that he was able to make people, even society's outcasts, fit for God, and the only prerequisite was faith-they had to start for the temple before they were healed (v. 14).
The woman with the issue of blood had faith. She believed that if she could only touch Jesus she would be healed (Luke 8:43-48). For twelve years she had not been able to enter God's courts with singing or eat the peace offering in his presence. But what the law prevented, Jesus could provide. He could restore those who were by sickness or sin separated from communion with God, not just to the temple in Jerusalem, but to glory as well. By his words and his works, Jesus revealed that he was much more than a prophet. He was Immanuel, the Lord of creation, the Redeemer of the world, the promised Messiah-and he is worthy of all our praise.
According to John 7:1-10 Jesus went up to Jerusalem alone for the Feast of Tabernacles.4 That festival provided him with two symbols for his teaching-water and light. On the eighth and great day of the feast, he declared that if people were thirsty they should believe in him and rivers of living water would flow from them. By this he meant the Spirit, whom believers would receive (John 7:37-39). Ever since Creation rivers symbolized the provision of life from God. Jesus was claiming that he could give worshippers the fullness of eternal life. And then, using the backdrop of the festival of lights in the temple ritual, Jesus also declared that it was he who would provide people with access to the presence of God because he was the Light of the World (John 8:12). This would require a major shift in the focus of their worship away from the ritual and onto him.
John 10:22 reports that Jesus was in the temple at the Feast of Dedication, winter's Hanukkah. When the Jewish leaders pressed him to say that he was the Messiah, he went further and declared equality with the Father (v. 30). This would mean that he had the right to receive their worship and obedience. Understandably, they wanted to stone him for blasphemy.
Of course, Passover in Jerusalem was the setting for the Last Supper and the death of Jesus. The activities began several days before Passover when people came to the temple to present their lambs for approval. It was probably this procession that became the Triumphal Entry. Normally the liturgy of the temple would call for the priests to bless each worshipper: "Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD" (Ps. 118:26), but the followers of Jesus knew that he was the promised Messiah who was coming into the world (John 11:27). Therefore they chanted the lines of the Passover hymn with reference to him, praising him with "Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD," and calling on him to deliver them, literally saying, "Save now" (hoshicah-nna [Greek hosanna], Matt. 21:9; see Zech. 9:9).
The Passover meal was the setting for the Last Supper and the explanation of Jesus' death. Jesus had come to fulfill his mission, and to that end, he was eager to eat this Passover with his disciples before he suffered (Luke 22:15). The evening followed the basic pattern of a Passover meal, except for the new teachings. But the major transformation in worship occurred here, for from this point on worship would focus on Christ, the fulfillment of the Passover (1 Cor. 5:7-8).
Jesus' Rebuke of Worthless Worship
Jesus had much to say about the way people were performing acts of worship. His criticisms were not hypocritical, for he was perfectly righteous and devout in his own spiritual life. Perhaps one of the best windows into this aspect of Jesus' life is his discipline of prayer (Matt. 26:36-42; Mark 1:35; John 17).6 Out of this deep communion with the Father came his painful disappointment in what the people were doing in his name.
Ostentatious Displays
Almsgiving
Jesus said that when people give to the needy, they should not "sound the trumpet" as the hypocrites do (Matt. 6:2-4).8 Giving is a sincere act of worship when it is silent and inconspicuous. People who are not interested in giving anything to God but in drawing attention to themselves are hypocrites. Such people thrive on the praise of those who perceive them to be spiritual.
Prayer
The hypocrites loved to be seen by others (Matt. 6:5)-they wanted everyone to know that they prayed. Jesus was not criticizing public prayer, only its use for self-exaltation. Prayer requires no audience but God. The hyperbole of going to a closet to pray stresses this point (though if people brag about praying in private, they are no different than the hypocrites).' One could say that if people are eager to pray in front of others but never pray in private, then they are probably just like these folks.
In another place Jesus spoke of a self-righteous Pharisee who went up to the temple "and prayed about [or to] himself; `God, I thank you that I am not like other men-robbers, evildoers, adulterers-or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get"' (Luke 18:9-14). The tax collector in humility prayed, "God, have mercy on me, a sinner." Jesus said that the self-righteous man would not be justified by God, for worship that is acceptable to God is self-abasing, not self-exalting.
Jesus also criticized the pagan babblings people used, thinking that they would be heard for their many words (Matt. 6:7). He was not speaking against long prayers or repetition in prayers, both of which can be found in the Psalms (see also Dent. 9:18; Matt. 26:36-46; John 17). He was talking about the pagan attitude that God could be induced to answer by repeated incantations and continuous babbling. Prayer is not a way of manipulating God; it is an expression of faith in seeking the will of God.
Fasting
Jesus criticized the act of disfiguring the face in fasting in order to be seen by others as spiritual (Matt. 6:16). The law commanded fasting at the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:29-31; 23:27-32; Num. 29:7), and after the Exile other fasts were added (Zech. 7:3-5; 8:19). Private fasting could be engaged in any time special petitions were offered. But the Old Testament already rebuked the hypocritical fast (Isa. 58:3-7; Jer. 14:12; Zech. 7:5-6). When people adopt a somber, downcast disposition (see the use in Luke 24:17) and walk about with ashes on their heads or sackcloth on their backs for the purpose of conveying to others that they are deeply pious-this is worthless to God. According to Isaiah 58, the kind of fasting that pleases God is that in which his people spend themselves helping the poor and afflicted. So, with fasting, people are to turn their attention away from self-indulgence toward spiritual things.
Legalism
On one occasion, Jesus not only healed a man on the Sabbath but also told him to carry his bed-a work (John 5:8-18). The Jewish leaders taught that one could carry a sick person on this day but not furniture (Shab. 10:5-6). Christ applied the law against Sabbath labor differently.
When Jesus healed the woman with an infirmity (Luke 13:10-17), he explained that since people would lead an ox to water on the Sabbath, why should he not set this woman free on the Sabbath (cf. Shab. 18:2; 24:2-4; 5:1-4)? Jesus was making comparable exceptions but on a higher level.
In all these disputes with the religious leaders, Jesus was showing that the Sabbath was made for people to share and enjoy with the Creator. The good works that Jesus did on this day were in complete harmony with the spirit of Creation. By claiming to be the Lord of the Sabbath, he affirmed that it had its full meaning in his presence-he was responsible for it and he would work to restore it (John 5:17). There was much to do to enable people once again to enter into the joy of the Sabbath. But rigid rules inconsistently applied turn the true meaning of worship into a laborious work. Because they turn the attention inward to personal compliance with traditions, they kill the joy of worship. It is simply hypocritical to be preoccupied with man-made rules about religious activities and ignore the crying needs of people.
Hypocrisy
Jesus also rebuked the hypocritical lives of religious people.14 The oracle in Matthew 23 provides the best example of this aspect of his teaching." And the point is clear from the beginning: the religious leaders were hypocrites, and even though when they read and explained Scripture the people had to listen, they were not to pattern their lives after such hypocritical teachers (vv. 2-3).16
There then follows a series of "woes," or denunciations or judgments, for those who followed hypocritical practices. These rebukes harmonize with Jesus' earlier words applied from Isaiah: "These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men" (Matt. 15:8-9 from Isa. 29:13).
The first woe is for the leaders who refused to enter the kingdom and hindered others from entering also (Matt. 23:13). Religious activity that diverts attention from what is needed for salvation is evil; if it does not lead to faith in Jesus, the Messiah, it is hypocritical-you cannot have the kingdom without the king. A congregation today where the gospel is never presented is not much better, and those who try to worship God while denying the deity of Christ are hypocritical and their worship is false.
Jesus' second judgment concerns the zeal people had for Judaism (Matt. 23:15).18 Jesus was not criticizing zeal, but a zeal that locked converts into a religious system that left no room for him (e.g., the zeal of Saul of Tarsus). Zealous proselytizing that converts people to religious systems taught by men and not to Christ is misguided, for he is the divine Lord of all. Promoting arrogant denominational loyalty over the unity of the church (for which Christ prayed) comes dangerously close to this.
The third judgment concerns mishandling Scripture. The leaders were blind guides (Matt. 23:16-22), for they tried to fight abuses in oaths by differentiating what wording was binding and what was not and in the process ended up encouraging lying. Jesus declared that people must tell the truth; to nullify an oath by manipulative interpretation of the wording is dishonest and therefore hypocritical. Likewise today, when people do not keep their word, the witness of the church suffers; but more seriously, when the meaning of the Word of God is skewered to condone disobedience, then truth is lost and worship nullified.
The fourth woe addresses the great imbalance in righteous acts (Matt. 23:23-24). It is hypocritical to be concerned with meticulous details of religion and neglect the greater matters of justice, mercy, and faithfulness. Jesus was not saying that details like careful tithing were to be set aside; rather, they were to be subordinated to the more important things. Self-righteous legalism that has ignored justice, mercy, and faithfulness is abhorrent to God.
The fifth woe rebukes external religious acts without inner spiritual cleansing (Matt. 23:25-26). Jesus used the metaphor of cleansing a cup to teach that the appearance of purity is hypocritical if there is no inner cleansing." Even today in preparing for church, people spend their time cleaning up their outward appearance while often neglecting what is in their hearts.
The next judgment on hypocritical religious leaders is one of the most serious: even though they may appear righteous, they are defiled by sin (Matt. 23:27-28). Whitewashed caves prevented pilgrims from entering to lodge for a night because they were actually tombs, and entering them would have defiled the travelers. The Pharisees were obsessed with avoiding any kind of defilement, but they themselves were sources of defilement because of sin. It is utter hypocrisy to pursue religious rules to prevent worldly defilement while harboring unbelief and sin.
The seventh and last judgment against the Pharisees is that they were the sons of those who killed the prophets (Matt. 23:29-32). By using the word "sons" (v. 31 NASB), Jesus was not just saying that they were descendants of those murderers but that they had the same nature. They claimed to be pious, religious leaders, but they were plotting to get rid of Jesus. To give honor to the righteous in public while being filled with hatred against them and seeking to ruin them was blatant hypocrisy. It still is.
The restored temple had given the Jews a secure focal point for their worship, but many of them were primarily concerned with the appearance of piety and the security of the place-as their ancestors had been. The magnificence of Herod's temple focused everyone's attention on externals. It had been under construction for decades and was admired for its size and beauty, as well as for the elaborate ritual performed in it (Luke 21:5). But Jesus prophesied that not one stone would be left on another (Luke 21:6; cf. Matt. 24:2). The coming judgment was on the people, not the building; but God would take away their security and the symbol of his presence. Like Jeremiah, Jesus taught that the temple would no longer be necessary for worship. In fact, it was getting in the way of true worship.
These judgments began with a pronouncement against empty spiritual acts and culminated with the charge that the leaders intended to murder God's messengers. This arrangement mirrors the movement of events in the life of Christ in the Gospels: early religious disputes about righteous acts intensified until the enemies of Jesus sought to kill him.
The sum of the matter is that hypocrisy destroys the meaning of worship so that it is not worship at all and will eventually bring down the institutions and places of worship. Only the divine Son of God would be able to transform worship so that it would overcome sinful corruptions and lead to glory.
Jesus' Instruction on True Worship
Throughout his ministry Jesus stressed the spiritual quality of true worship. For example, he taught that if someone was going to offer a gift on the altar and someone else had something against him, the worshipper first had to be reconciled to the other person before coming to worship God (Matt. 5:23-24; recall the requirements of the reparation offering in Lev. 5). So the ritual of worship should not be pursued if there is unresolved sin in the lives of the people.
We see the same focus when Jesus taught that giving for public attention showed a complete lack of humility. By way of contrast he observed spiritual giving in the widow who gave her two mites (Mark 12:41-44; Luke 21:1-4). There was no fanfare and no public praise; after all, the amount was nothing-by any estimation. But in proportion to her condition as a poor widow, she gave more than the wealthy. And her giving was sacrificial, theirs was not. Moreover, because it was not great in amount, her gift would please only God. And it was given for that reason.
True Worship Is "in Christ"
While Jesus was talking to a Samaritan woman who raised the old issue of which mountain was the true place of worship, he announced that all of that was about to change because he, the Messiah, had come. He said:
Believe me, woman, a time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. You Samaritans worship what you do not know; we worship what we do know, for salvation is from the Jews. Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks. God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth. (John 4:21-24)
Genuine worship is not restricted to a place. Having a place to worship was necessary, of course; and God had chosen Jerusalem, thus making the Samaritan claims wrong. But now that the Father had sent the Son, worship would no longer be centered in a specific temple but in the Lord in a new way. Jesus had already spoken of himself as the temple when he predicted his resurrection (John 2:19). And John literally described his incarnation in terms of the glory of God "tabernacling" on earth (1:14) and exclaimed that he and others had beheld his glory! The glory of Christ was displayed in a number of ways but shone the brightest when through his death he opened the way to God, symbolized by the veil of the temple being torn (Matt. 27:51; Luke 23:45; John 1:14; 1:51; 17).
Jesus reminded the Samaritan woman that God is a spirit and cannot be confined to one place. Accordingly, true worship must be "in spirit and truth" (John 4:23). On one level "spirit and truth" define the qualification of true worshippers. Worship has to be genuine, not just an empty ritual or outward form. So the emphasis is on "spirit," as the description of God as spirit in the next verse indicates. God requires worshippers to be in accord with his nature. To worship in spirit is to worship in harmony with the Spirit of God,20 and that means that it will be in truth as well-not with deception or hypocrisy. If worshippers are truly spiritual, the place and the structure are not so important.
This, in itself, is not new revelation. What is new is the presence on earth of the divine Lord who would provide this spiritual life to those who believe in him (John 4:13-14). Genuine worship would now require faith in Jesus the Messiah, because he is the Lord who was to come to his temple (Mal. 3:1). And since the Lord is greater than the temple, he would be the center and means of worship. So on another level, to worship "in Spirit" means that one has to be born by the Spirit into the new covenant and live by the Spirit (John 3:5; 7:37-39); to worship "in truth" means that one must confess that Jesus is Lord, that he is the way, the truth, and the life (John 14:6), and then walk in the truth.21 When Jesus told the woman that the Father was seeking true worshippers, he was indicating that with his presence now on earth the age-old quest for worshippers would be fulfilled in him and not on some mountain. Jesus' mission was to bring people to the Father by faith in him (John 14:6-7). True worship is only in him because only he can provide eternal life-only through him can anyone come to the Father.
True Worship Is Worship of Christ
If Jesus had taught only these things on worship, and done only the mighty works we have listed thus far, he would have been acclaimed as a prophet, perhaps the greatest prophet-and no more. But Jesus went much further than that. By his astounding claims and his greatest work, the work of redemption, he made it clear that he is the divine Lord-God manifest in the flesh. Only the Son of God could transform worship because only he could fulfill all that had gone before, and only he could establish the form and contents of true worship for ages to come. The church, therefore, rightly worships him.
In what may be the key passage in Matthew, Jesus called people to put their faith in him and learn from him so that they might find the rest for their souls that the Lord had promised (Matt. 11:25-30). Here we have the message of the book in capsule form: Jesus is the only one who knows and reveals the Father; he is the one who embodies the wisdom of God and fulfills the law of God; and he is the one who fulfills the calling of Israel.23 With his invitation for the weak and the weary to come to him, Jesus was calling the people to make a radical break from their religious allegiances by putting their trust in him and learning from him.24
And why should they do this? Because Jesus alone is able to give them rest, that redemptive and eternal rest that the LORD promised through the prophets (cf. Jer. 31:25). Thus, Jesus is far greater than Moses and the prophets. It is important that we appreciate the authority in his invitation: he was not saying that he could teach the people about that rest or show them how to find it; he announced that he would give it to them. That is an astounding claim. By what right could Jesus guarantee that he could provide eternal rest for those who came to faith in him? The answer is clear from the wider context: Jesus can guarantee access to the Father because he alone knows the Father-he is the Son of God. No one else would dare make such a promise.
Jesus called people to follow him because of who he was and what he was able to do. Early in Jesus' ministry, Nicodemus visited him at night (John 3:1-18). In the course of the conversation, Jesus affirmed that everyone who believed in him would have everlasting life. Indeed, faith in Jesus would be a transforming faith, causing people to be "born again." By drawing on ideas from the prophets, Jesus was reiterating the need for spiritual renewal in order to find a share in the world to come.25 That re newal would come by faith in him. If he, the Messiah, was to take away the sins of the world, then there was no forgiveness apart from him. Eternal redemption is not obtained through sacrificial offerings and ritual washing, or physical descent from Abraham, or the intense study of the law, or personal piety! It comes through repentance and faith in Jesus. And those who are thus identified with Christ in the new covenant (i.e., "in Christ") will build their lives on the teachings of Christ and worship and adore him.
By his works Jesus demonstrated that he was more than a good teacher; he demonstrated that he had the authority to forgive sins. In healing the paralytic (Matt. 9:1-8; Mark 2:1-12; Luke 5:17-26) Jesus made this point very clearly. He healed the man by saying, "Take heart, son; your sins are forgiven" (Matt. 9:2). This immediately angered some teachers because it seemed blasphemous to them. Only God can forgive sins (Isa. 43:25; 44:22)! To claim to be able to forgive sins was to claim equality with God. The teachers' accusation of blasphemy, which grew stronger and stronger through the days of Jesus' ministry, was correct from their point of view-if he was a mere mortal he could not forgive sins.
But Jesus explained that he healed the man in order to show that he could also forgive sins. He came into the world not only to take away sins but also to take away the griefs and sorrows that result from the presence of sin (Matt. 8:14-17; from Isa. 53:4). It would have been easier to say, "Your sins are forgiven," for no one would know for sure; but to tell the man to get up and walk required supernatural power. If he could make the man whole, he could also take away sins. So by speaking the words of forgiveness first instead of the words of healing, Christ presented the deeper moral aspects of his healing miracles. The point is that the judge of the whole world was with them; he could forgive because he had the authority to judge (John 5:27).
A greater demonstration of his power and glory was demonstrated in the raising of Lazarus from the dead (John 11). If the Lord Jesus could cure the physical results of sin, then death would be the greatest challenge. The devout believed in the resurrection at the end of the age, as Martha so admirably affirmed (v. 24). Jesus wanted them to know that "he alone under the express sanction of the Father would raise them up."26 Therefore he declared, "I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die" (vv. 25-26). Faith in Christ, therefore, assures the believer of victory over suffering and death. To demonstrate these claims, Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead. The miracle was a revelatory act; it was a sign of who Jesus is and what he is able to do.27 It also provided a foretaste of the great resurrection at the end of the age. The message was clear: Jesus alone can give eternal life through the resurrection from the dead. Rightly do Christians worship him.
Faith in Christ Jesus, therefore, brings assurance of eternal life through the forgiveness of sins because he is the resurrection and the life. To believe the claims of Jesus is to affirm that he is God manifested in the flesh (1 Tim. 3:16).
Throughout the Gospels Jesus used language that revealed his true nature. Most notable is his use of the Father-Son terminology (e.g., John 5:19-24).28 These terms meant more than ordinary spiritual relationship with God. He taught us to pray "our Father," but he referred to God as "my Father" in a special sense. He explained again and again that he was from above, that he was not of this world, but that he was sent into the world (John 8:23). Finally, he simply declared, "I and the Father are one [and the same]" (John 10:30). It is no surprise that Jewish leaders tried to stone him (v. 31).
In reflecting upon the self-revelation of Jesus, John described him as the "only begotten Son" (3:16 KJV). In contrast to verbs like make or create, the verb beget is a special word here. To make or to create could refer to almost anything; but to beget means that one produces a child with his own nature. Since there is no procreation in the Godhead (God is a spirit), the word must be figurative. What it signifies is that Jesus shares the same nature as the Father-he is eternal and divine." In short, he is the divine Lord.31
One of Jesus' favorite titles for himself is "Son of Man."31 The expres sion certainly would describe someone as a human, but it also was a special designation for a prophet who spoke for God (Ezek. 2:1, 6, 8). With regard to the mission of Jesus, however, it was a title for the Messiah drawn from Daniel 7:13-14. In contrast to the string of ruthless, tyrannical and sinful world powers, portrayed as beasts (7:1-8), one like the Son of Man would come with clouds to judge the world and establish a kingdom of righteousness. The vision reveals that the Messiah existed before his appearance on earth (his goings were from everlasting; Mic. 5:2) and that he was sent into the world. It is no surprise then that when Jesus, during his trial, alluded to Daniel 7 by affirming that he was indeed the Messiah and that he would be seated at the right hand of the Majesty on high and come again on the clouds of heaven, that Caiaphas tore his robe and accused him of blasphemy (Matt. 26:63-65).32
And then there is the occasional "I am" language that Jesus used (e.g., John 8:58).33 In the exchange with the Pharisees, Jesus claimed that Abraham rejoiced to see his day (v. 56), perhaps meaning that Abraham was given additional insight, if not revelation, concerning the fulfillment of the "sacrifice" of his son on Mount Moriah, which later became the temple mount.34 When the opposition replied that Jesus had a demon because he was not yet fifty years old and Abraham had lived centuries earlier, Jesus declared, "Before Abraham was born, I am." This statement goes beyond the Messiah's preexistence; it clearly equates Jesus with the great I Am of the Old Testament, the LORD God who revealed himself to Moses and to all the true worshippers who came to know the LORD, this Yahweh, by faith (cf. John 12:41; 18:6). The enemies of Jesus knew what he was saying and consequently tried to stone him on the spot (8:59). What they should have done was fall on their knees before him and worship him.
Conclusion
Jesus knew full well that he had come to transform the spiritual life and worship of the people by his sacrificial death. Before he could establish the new covenant with his blood, however, he had to restore the spirit of true worship by his teachings and his mighty works. Because he is the incarnate Son of God who came as the Messiah, the Lord of the covenant, the Savior of the world, and the resurrection and the life, access to the Father comes only through him. The glory of the LORD had been revealed in many ways over the centuries, but in Christ Jesus it is fully revealed; and in him the hope of glory will be realized. Therefore, worship in the new covenant must be in Christ and of Christ.
C H A P T E R 2 4
The Turning Point of Worship
The Last Supper
THROUGH HIS DEATH JESUS made the perfect and complete sacrifice for sin, and by his resurrection he guaranteed that his death set us free from sin and secured for us everlasting life. These events marked the beginning of Christianity, but it was at the Last Supper that Jesus announced the turning point of the faith, and thereby of worship. It was there that Jesus explained the divinely intended meaning of the Passover sacrifice and inaugurated the new covenant.
The passages that report the Last Supper are Matthew 26:26-30; Mark 14:22-26; Luke 22:19-20; and 1 Corinthians 11:23-25. In writing to the Corinthians, Paul used the rabbinical expressions of "receiving [the tradition] from" (gihhel min) and "delivering [it] to" (masar le) in order to affirm the reliable preservation of the tradition back to Jesus and the disciples who were eyewitnesses.' While there are some differences in the ways the event is reported by the different writers, all the accounts show that Jesus was completely in charge of not only the Passover meal but also what it signified and how that was going to work out.2 By using the Passover to explain his sacrificial death, he transformed the paschal meal into what it is today, Holy Communion, the dramatic celebration of communion with God through the sacrifice of Christ. Holy Communion grew out of the meaning of this Passover, but it is not the Passover; it is the new center of the worship of God.'
The Last Passover
There is some debate over the nature of the Last Supper in relation to the Passover meal.' Three Gospels say that the Last Supper was a Passover meal that Jesus ate with the disciples (e.g., Matt. 26:17-30), but the fourth notes that the death of Jesus was prior to the Passover (John 19:31). The apparent discrepancy may be resolved by the way that different groups reckoned the days.' Jews from Galilee reckoned the day from sunrise to sunrise, but those from Judea reckoned it from sunset to sunset (as is the view today). When Passover fell on Nisan 14, a Thursday in A.D. 33, the year that Christ died,6 Jews from Galilee would have killed the animal in the late afternoon and eaten the meal that Thursday night. Jesus and his disciples did this; he was arrested in the middle of that night, tried in the early morning, and crucified from 9:00 AM to 3:00 PM. Jews in Judea, however, would have to wait until Friday afternoon to kill the animal.' The picture that begins to emerge is that Jesus ate the Passover meal with his disciples and then became the Passover sacrifice, as it were, when he died at 3:00 PM, the time the Judeans would have begun sacrificing their animals.
There is sufficient evidence to show that the meal Jesus ate with his disciples was a Passover meal.' First, the supper took place in Jerusalem, as the law required. People had to spend the night within the city precincts, so Jesus stayed in a garden rather than with his friends in Bethany a few minutes away. Second, the room was readily obtained (Mark 14:13-15); the owners may have known Jesus and willingly given the room, but citizens were expected to make rooms available to pilgrims because Jerusalem was a national possession. Third, Passover was eaten at night, whereas ordinary meals were eaten much earlier. Fourth, the table companions at this meal were few in number-Jesus and his disciples. Although Passover was normally a time for the whole family, new legislation had provided for fraternities to have the meal together, as long as there were enough people.' Fifth, people normally sat on stools or chairs, but at this meal they reclined at a few round tables. In Egypt the Israelites ate standing up because they were slaves poised to escape (Exod. 12:11); but now as free people they reclined as the Romans did. Sixth, this supper was eaten in a state of purity, for Jesus made washing their feet a requirement for fellowship with him (John 13:3-10), and not just a sign that he was a gracious host. Through the ritual of footwashing, he taught the greater spiritual requirement of humility, service, and forgiveness. Seventh, Jesus broke the bread as they were eating (Matt. 26:21-26; Mark 14:18-22). At a Passover the head of the group would introduce Passover devotions in the middle of the meal, and this would prompt the children to ask about the different order of the meal (Exod. 12:26-27; Pes. 10.37d.4f. in the Jerusalem Talmud). Eighth, they drank wine (Mark 14:23, 25). Wine was used at festal occasions and not at ordinary meals (of common folk); red wine was prescribed for Passover to symbolize the blood (Pes. 10.1). Ninth, Jesus spoke words of interpretation over the bread and the wine. Interpretation was a fixed part of the ritual; in it the head of the family or group was required to mention the lamb, the unleavened bread, and the bitter herbs (Pes. 10:5) and to relate them to the nation's redemption. Jesus followed the structure of the Passover ritual but used his own words of interpretation. And tenth, the Last Supper ended with the singing of a hymn (Matt. 26:30), which is most likely a reference to the second half of the Hallel psalms (Pss. 113-118).0
If the Last Supper was a Passover meal, then we may look at the order of such a meal from the accounts in the New Testament, Philo, and rabbinical sources. The content of the ritual in the time of Jesus is far from clear, but we can see that what happened according to the Gospels fits into the sequence of the full celebration that emerged later (see Jeremias).
When a Passover meal began with the preliminary course, the leader probably blessed the feast day and the first cup of wine (the cup of sanctification, the giddush cup). This course included, among other things, green and bitter herbs. Next came the Passover liturgy in which the story (the haggadah) was related by the leader." Then the first part of the Passover "hallel," Psalms 113-116, was said or sung. The participants drank from the second cup (the cup of interpretation, the haggadah cup). The main course was then served, and a grace was said by the leader over the unleavened bread. The meal consisted of lamb, unleavened bread, bitter herbs (Exod. 12:8), fruit puree, and wine. After the meal the leader said a grace over the third cup (the cup of blessing). The ritual concluded with, among other things, the singing of the second part of the "hallel," Psalms 117-118, and the drinking of the fourth cup of wine (the cup of consummation).
According to the New Testament, Jesus spoke the word of interpretation over the bread with the grace at the beginning of the main meal. The interpretation over the wine came at the grace after the meal (Mark 14:23, literally, "having given thanks") because it followed the bread and preceded the hallel. Paul confirms this with his "after supper" (1 Cor. 11:25) and "the cup of blessing" (10:16 KJV). So Jesus used the prayers before and after the meal to give the words of interpretation over the bread and the wine. The cup that Jesus would not drink with them at that time would have been the fourth cup, the cup of consummation. He would drink that in the kingdom-at the real consummation. So they sang the Passover "hallel" and went out to the garden.
Passover was a time of rejoicing, a festival of freedom. It looked back to the glorious deliverance from bondage through the blood of the lamb, but it also looked forward to the coming redemption through the Messiah, the hope of glory. But the heavy thoughts at this Passover meal must have surprised and troubled the disciples.12 Later they came to understand and glory in it. Jesus' words provided the interpretation of Passover's true meaning, something that Israel should not have missed."
The True Passover
Jesus' words of interpretation are critical, of course, because they were to become the sanctifying words used in the celebration of Holy Communion." A close analysis of the words reveals that Jesus was identifying himself as the true Paschal Lamb that was slain for the remission of sins. And that-what the Passover signified-would become the center of worship in the new covenant."
The Interpretation of the Bread
According to Matthew 26:26, Jesus took unleavened bread (Exod. 12:15), gave thanks, and broke it; he gave it to his disciples and said, "Take and eat; this is my body." The normal custom was to say a traditional prayer like: "Blessed are you, 0 LORD our God, King of the universe, who brings forth bread from the earth." But when Jesus broke the bread and distributed it to each of the disciples, he added his words of instruction and explanation.16 Just as the Israelites identified with their ancestors who were redeemed from bondage by eating the Passover meal, so now Jesus' disciples were to identify with his redemptive death by eating this bread.
The statement "This is my body" is not part of the Passover ritual, but it was prompted by the description of the Passover bread as "the bread of affliction" (Deut. 16:3). In what became eucharistic language, Jesus had earlier claimed to be the Bread of Life that came down from heaven to give life (John 6:35). But now he explained further that his body was the bread of affliction, indicating that it would be given up for his disciples. In fact, he probably used the word "flesh" (briar) to express "body";17 if so, then the language of the sacrifices would make it clear that he was identifying himself as the Passover Lamb. The fact that the bread was broken brings out the point of comparison-the bread that came down from heaven will give life only by being broken and then received by the followers of Jesus.
The Interpretation of the Wine
According to Matthew 26:27-28, Jesus "took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, `Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the [new] covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins."' This is the third cup, the "cup of blessing" that followed the meal. The normal grace would have said something like, "Blessed are you, 0 LORD our God, King of the Universe, Creator of the fruit of the vine."
The Greek term translated "gave thanks" is eucharistesas; from this the church designated the holy meal as Eucharist, "Thanksgiving." The choice of this particular term shows a proper understanding of the meal: the participants receive the bread and the wine with thanksgiving for what the Lord Jesus Christ has done for them, not in order to obtain peace with God. In this sense the Lord's Supper is exactly like the Israelite peace offering (Passover being a form of the peace offering because people ate from the sacrifice). In it the worshippers celebrated being at peace with God.
But after giving thanks Jesus added his interpretation. "This is my blood of the [new] covenant" (Matt. 26:28) confirms that he was appropriating sacrificial language to himself, for "body [flesh]" and now "blood" designated the two component features of Israel's sacrificial animals. And the use of the verb "poured out" is an obvious reference to the sacrifices with the blood being poured out at the altar. The declaration of Paul is the point: "Christ, our Passover, was sacrificed for us" (1 Cor. 5:7 NKJV).
In his words over the wine Jesus brought together three significant Old Testament passages. First, Jesus drew upon Exodus 24:8. There Moses inaugurated the old covenant at Sinai with sacrificial blood, saying, "This is the blood of the covenant." The Mishnah tractate Pesahim 10:6 also uses Exodus 24:8 to interpret the Passover wine as a symbol for blood that seals the covenant. By declaring "This is my blood," Jesus was clearly showing that he was doing what Moses had done-inaugurating a covenant. But this was a better covenant than the old one, for it would be sealed by Jesus' blood and not just the blood of an animal. It was the new covenant (see the wording in Luke and Paul).
Jeremiah 31:31-34, which prophesied that a new covenant would be instituted at the end of the age, is the second passage referred to in Jesus' words of interpretation. Although many of its promised blessings still await fulfillment, the Last Supper must be interpreted as the inauguration of this new covenant. Jesus fully understood that the violent, sacrificial death he was about to endure would ratify the covenant he was inaugurating (cf. Isa. 42:6; 49:8)-it would be sealed by the blood of the divine Lord.
Interpreters have tried to explain why the prophet, and Jesus, used the word "many." The community at Qumran, for example, understood "many" to mean the elect people of God, the eschatological community. The Jewish Targum and other rabbinical literature interpreted it as referring to Israel. But in the context of the Isaianic prophecies, the word "many" probably refers to the sinful people in the world, Gentiles as well as Jews, those for whom the Servant would die.
So when Jesus interpreted the wine as his blood of the new covenant poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins, he was explaining that his death would be a substitutionary sacrifice that would restore people to communion with God. With this clarification we also have the divine explanation of the whole Israelite sacrificial system. If Jesus' "flesh and blood" fulfilled the Passover, then the full meaning of all the sacrifices is also to be found in him. It is no surprise, then, that in the visions of glory John saw seated on the throne the "Lamb" that had been slain (Rev. 5:6).
The Memorial of the Lord's Supper
What should be the meaning and the impact of the celebration of the Lord's Supper on the worshippers? Jesus said, "Do this in remembrance of me" (Luke 22:19), which at least requires a faithful participation in the ritual. But Paul explained that observing it would also be a proclamation: "For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes" (1 Cor. 11:26). This kind of living out of the faith in the eyes of the world would be with a view to the completion in glory. After all, Jesus set that eschatological goal by saying, "I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it anew with you in my Father's kingdom" (Matt. 26:29).
Memorial
Believers are told to observe the Lord's Supper "in remembrance" of him. This injunction for a memorial (arimnesis) usually prompts worshippers to focus their attention on the suffering and death of Jesus Christ for a few minutes in the service, to contemplate how the elements represent the body of Christ that was broken for them and the blood that was shed for them. Marcus Dods summarizes this part of the meaning by writing:
Again, the form of this memorial is fitted to recall the actual life and death of the Lord. It is His body and blood we are invited by the symbols to remember. By them we are brought into the presence of an actual living Person. Our religion is not a theory; it is not a speculation, a system of philosophy putting us in possession of a true scheme of the universe and guiding us to a sound code of morals; it is, above all, a personal matter. We are saved by being brought into right personal relations. And in this Sacrament we are reminded of this and are helped to recognize Christ as an actual living Person, who by His body and blood, by His actual humanity, saved us. The body and blood of Christ remind us that His humanity was as substantial as our own, and His life as real.19
If this were all that is involved in the remembrance of him, it would be powerful enough to inspire love and adoration. But the expression includes more than a simple remembering. The idea of a memorial had been introduced in the ritual of Israel's sacrifices with the term 'azkdrdh (s.v. zakar, "to remember,").20 For example, a portion of the dedication offering (Lev. 2) was burnt on the altar as a token memorial. This gift (minkhah) always followed the atoning sacrifice (Lev. 1), indicating that gratitude and dedication are the proper responses to atonement. But the word 'azkdrdh includes the meaning of acting on what is remembered.21 When a dedication offering was made with a token given as a memorial, it was a way of keeping the covenant promises active. The believers reminded God of his covenant promises and their needs; but since it was an act of dedication, they also were reminding themselves of their covenant responsibilities. Worship always had this aspect of covenant renewal.
If the Lord's Supper is such a communion with the living Lord who made an eternal covenant with us by his sacrifice for our sins, then the memorial aspect of it should be continually life changing.23 It cannot remain a contemplative act. Rather, by doing this in remembrance of him, we renew not only our confidence in the promises made to us through Christ but also our commitment to fulfill our covenant obligations. And these are many, if we but take the time to consider them. They include our responsibilities to other covenant members, such as loving them, forgiving them, encouraging them, and praying for them; they include our caring for the widow and the orphan, the poor and needy, and the stranger in our midst; they include providing hope to the world, body and soul, by meeting the needs of the oppressed and suffering in the world; they include finding our spiritual place of service and giving our lives to it; they include championing righteousness in society, opposing sin, contesting false teaching, and a host of other obligations we have to our Lord Jesus Christ. In other words, the exercise of this remembrance is for the purpose of transforming our perspectives and our activities; we remember that Christ has made us his own to fit us for service. Morrill says:
The variety of practices-preaching, worship, prayer, and ethical action-whereby the Church keeps the memory of Jesus together comprise the praxis of faith whereby Christians know themselves as subjects in the presence of God. In the sacramental celebration of Eucharist this memory and identity converge in the Church's most compelling moment of knowledge. The Church's ritual action reveals the love unto death that made Jesus' words at the Last Supper true so that this truth might be realized in the ethical actions of believers until Christ comes again in glory.24
A large part of this understanding is the fact that it is communion. It is not an independent act of worship-we are not dining alone. We are to come to the Lord's Table as a community of believers who by God's grace are at peace with God and therefore at peace with one another. In this ritual act we are drawn out of ourselves to worship and serve the Savior. If this is what happens, then we have something genuine to offer the world, something worth proclaiming.
Proclamation
Worship has always included proclamation in various forms. But the proclamation that is made through celebrating Holy Communion cap tures the essence of the faith. From the very beginning, when sacrifices were made, the worshippers proclaimed the "name of Yahweh," that is, the nature and the saving acts of God. Over time these proclamations were put into the forms of psalms and creeds or expanded in prophetic messages. Now, if the ritual of Holy Communion is properly and fully explained and the ritual is observed with holiness and piety, the gospel will be proclaimed in the most effective way-its message of the remission of sins dramatized in the ritual of Communion." Thus, this is a uniquely Christian ritual. Other religions have festivals, prayers, holy books, and hymns, but Holy Communion proclaims that in Christ there is forgiveness of sin, peace with God, and eternal life.
Consummation
In the Passover ritual the fourth cup of wine, which ended the meal, was the cup of consummation. The four cups correspond to the four promises in Exodus 6:6-7, the fourth matching, "I will take you as my own people, and I will be your God." This cup, then, looks forward to life in the messianic kingdom; it was worship with the hope of glory. It makes sense that Jesus would not drink this cup until the kingdom in all its fullness came, meaning that the consummation of God's program of redemption lay in the future. Worshippers keep the Lord's Supper until he comes, but the consummation of their redemption will be celebrated in full communion with Christ at the messianic banquet (Isa. 25:6; Matt. 8:11). Holy Communion therefore must include this eschatological view, both to enable believers to endure this life and to expedite their commitment to serve the Lord until that time.
The Passover Hymn
Jesus and his disciples sang a hymn and then went out to the Garden of Gethsemane (Matt. 26:30). Since this was a Passover meal, the reference is to the "hallel" psalms that were sung, the last of them ending the meal. Psalm 118, the grand finale of the collection, is a liturgical psalm in which the singer tells of his26 triumph over the nations who surrounded him. The victory did not come in normal ways but by the enemies' change of heart.27 The second half of the psalm records the glorious procession up to the sanctuary to praise the LORD for the victory (vv. 19-29). The leader of the congregation is welcomed and blessed by the priests because he trusts in the LORD for salvation and comes to worship in the name of the LORD. In expressing his praise, the psalmist uses the imagery of the building stone (v. 22): the stone (the leader, meaning the nation) the builders (empire builders like Babylon) rejected (considered nothing and tried to destroy) has now became the head of the corner (the center of God's rebuilding of the theocracy), a work that was marvelous to behold (v. 23). So the psalm appears to have been written at the restoration from the Captivity.
Because this psalm was regularly sung at Passover, it found frequent application in Holy Week. First, when Jesus made his Triumphal Entry (Matt. 21:1-11), those who believed in him sang this song as he entered the city (it was one they sang on that occasion anyway, but now they saw it differently). He was not just a worshipper coming in the name of the LORD. He was the "coming One," the Messiah, so they blessed him, proclaiming, "Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD!" (c£ Ps. 118:26). They also cried out for complete salvation, using the psalmist's expression, "Save now" (hoshi~dh-nnd', Ps. 118:25; in Greek, hosanna).
Then, during the week Jesus interpreted this passage (Matt. 21:42-44). He was the stone28 that the builders (Israel's leaders) rejected; but now he was to be the center of God's new covenant program. His victory over his enemies would be a spiritual and eternal victory, conquering sin and the grave. And so the Hebrew psalm ends with "Bind the sacrifice with cords to the horns of the altar" (Ps. 118:27 NKJV).
The third use of this psalm was in the Upper Room, when Jesus and his disciples sang the hymn. With this song's final words about the sacrifice, they went out into Gethsemane to watch and pray.
Because of the fulfillment of the Passover in the passion of Christ, the church was absolutely correct to adopt the language of this hymn for its liturgy. Christians who use "Hosannah" and "Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD" in their worship liturgy are celebrating the fulfillment of the divinely inspired hymns used in Passover.
Conclusion
There is an account of Jesus' meeting with two disciples from Emmaus that provides a wonderful summation of this essential feature of worship (Luke 24:13-35), so much so that it left its mark on the liturgy of the early church.29 On the day of his resurrection, Jesus met the discouraged disciples as they were going home to Emmaus. Upon hearing the reason for their discouragement-the death of the one they had hoped was the RedeemerJesus rebuked them for their ignorance of the whole plan of God and their lack of faith. He then proceeded to expound from all the Law and the Prophets how the Messiah should suffer before entering into his glory (v. 27). Then, at the meal in Emmaus Jesus took the bread, blessed it, and broke it; and at that moment the eyes of the two men were opened-and they knew him! But then he vanished from their sight.30 The power of the clear exposition of the Word of God and the celebration of the meal at the Lord's Table have formed the heart of Christian worship ever since." Without the effectual exposition of Scripture, the meal will not be fully understood; and without the communal meal, the teaching will not be personalized and activated by faith.32 Here in the experience of Cleopas and his friend we have the pattern: The experience of the burning heart when the Scripture is opened to us and the awareness of the reality of his presence in the breaking of the bread are absolutely essential to the vitality of our worship.33
This passage is a marvelous summation of the gospel itself. Thevenot traces how the structure of the Emmaus account is similar to that of the Genesis account of the first sin (Gen. 2-3) -but in reverse.34 The meeting with the risen Christ is thus a re-creation, a point that affects our view of the Eucharist. Through the symbolism of the meal, we experience a new relationship to seeing and hearing in worship, which leads to the recognition of otherness in spiritual service. The disciples who heard the Word and experienced the presence of the risen Lord could not wait to go back to Jerusalem and spread the good news.
The account also gives us a dramatic picture of how the gospel reverses the Fall. On the one hand, in Genesis God created humans and gave them his words of blessing and his warning not to disobey his words. But they missed God's clear meaning and went their own way from God. In disobedience they ate, and their eyes were opened! But rather than being like God as Satan had promised, they realized that they had opened up a world of evil and were now vulnerable, so in fear they hid themselves. Now they saw themselves as sinners, and their only prospect was death. But on the other hand, in the Gospels Christ died that death for all of us and opened the way for new life. Here on the road to Emmaus, he revealed God's plan fully and clearly so that the hearts of these disciples burned within them. And when they entered the house to eat the meal with this teacher, their eyes were supernaturally opened so that they recognized him as the risen Christ. He was alive, and the prospect of death forever lost its sting.
The differences between the two accounts explain how the gospel reverses the Fall. In the garden the Lord was invisible; but on the road to Emmaus he was visible, when he chose to be, and present with his people, thanks to the Incarnation. In Genesis only a few words from the Lord were revealed; but along the road to Emmaus, all the Scriptures about the divine plan were revealed because it was the fullness of time. And, in the beginning Adam and Eve ate in disobedience and broke their communion with God; but in the home in Emmaus, the Lord ate with his disciples as a sign of communion. Through his death and resurrection, Jesus reversed the curse of Genesis and re-created communion through his presence with his people. Is it any wonder that Christian worship should commemorate such a great redemption by the clear exposition of Scripture and the Communion meal?
Conclusion
for
Part 7
DURING THE EXILE THE JEWISH people found themselves removed from every part of their formal religious life. As the years went by, the memory of the temple, the sacrifices, the festivals, and the Levitical choirs would have been very difficult to retain were it not for the Word of the LORD. As the holy books were read and explained by people like Ezekiel, the faithful were able to preserve their heritage, a heritage characterized by divine intervention throughout their history. And when the people returned to the land, now in ruins, it was that same revelation that inspired them to rebuild the temple and reinstitute worship. The prophets, as well as Ezra and Nehemiah, reminded the people of God's promise to restore communion with his people in a land at rest. That hope would never die out if the people held fast to the historic faith revealed in the Word of God.
Then, when God sent his Son into the world to fulfill the promises, the people were ready, eagerly awaiting that messianic age that had eluded them for centuries. Their form of worship now placed greater emphasis on the Word of God than it had before, so much so that legalism and self-righteous hypocrisy became the besetting sins of the religious people, and not idolatry. But the diligent study of Scripture kept alive in the memory the great works of God-Creation, the Exodus, Solomon's glorious temple, and more recently the deliverance from the Exile. They also memorialized with fasts and days of awe the great suffering that they brought upon themselves in the past. Jesus, however, transformed worship for all time by giving believers something greater to remember in their worship-his body and his blood that was poured out for the sins of the world. Jesus the Messiah of Israel was fulfilling the Scriptures, most immediately those that had directed Israelite worship for centuries and had held out the promise of forgiveness and redemption, and a share in the new creation. Now true spiritual worship would be in Christ, the divine Son of God. Now when believers recall the hope of glory as it was revealed down through the history of worship, they must interpret it in the light of the fulfillment in Christ Jesus.
P A R T 8
WORSHIP
in
CHRIST
Patterns of Worship in the Early Church
Introduction
IN GENESIS THE HUMAN RACE that God created began life in the presence of God in a garden. But when Adam and Eve sinned by taking and eating from the forbidden tree, they were expelled from Paradise to live and die under the curse. Humanly speaking, since there was no way to return to the garden, they had to accept God's provisions for life in a world alienated from him and hope for an end to the struggle with evil.
In the Gospels the Son of God fulfilled God's Word and provided the way back to God. In the Upper Room he inaugurated the new covenant with the bread and the wine, commanding his followers to "take and eat"; and on the cross he sealed the covenant with his blood, taking on himself the sins of the world and opening the door to Paradise.
The followers of Jesus saw him on many occasions after his resurrection. He was truly alive! And they saw him ascend with clouds and angels into heaven. He was truly the exalted Lord of glory! And this was a great mystery, this godliness in which God was manifested in the flesh. As man he was one of them, the seed of the woman who gained the victory over the seed of the serpent for Adam's race. But he could not have done that if he had not also been divine. So as God he was worthy of their praise and devotion. It took a while for Christians to understand all this. But the careful search of Scripture and the remembrance of the interpreting words of Jesus in the ritual opened their eyes, just as it had done for the two disciples of Emmaus. The opening of the Scriptures and the breaking of the bread! This is how the Lord designed it to be; this is how it still is in worship.
C H A P T E R 2 5
The Circumstances
of
Early Christian Worship
PEOPLE CAN WORSHIP AT ANY TIME, in any place. But it is practical and profitable for worshippers to have a place where they can worship in communion. Old Testament believers went to various places where God had made his presence known. They believed that his presence could be communicated more readily in such settings, even though they knew that he was not limited to those spots. And when God instructed that they build a holy place, great care was given (and required by God) for the appropriate decorum, the arrangement of space, and the placing of furnishings and symbols.
From their attention to the place of worship, we can make several observations. First, the place of worship must be functional. The physical surroundings must accommodate whatever forms of worship are to be followed. Second, the place for worship should be part of the communication of the faith. If worship is to reflect the hope of glory, the triumph of the LORD over sin and death, and the fellowship of the saints, then the structure and symbols should help convey these truths-or at least not get in the way of worship. Finally, the place of worship should be an expression of the congregation's love and devotion to God. It should be uplifting and unique, set apart from the world and honoring to God.
In the Old Testament the impact of the sanctuary and its service would have been exhilarating and transforming. People would have left the sanctuary knowing that they had been lifted up in body, mind, and spirit; they had come up out of the world and had all their senses engaged in the adoration of and communion with the LORD God.
For the early church the situation was a good deal more complex than what is normally assumed. It was a time of transition and new beginnings, and the setting of worship shows this. There were Christians who had been devout Jews, and they brought their culture with them to worship; there were Christians who had been hellenized, and they reacted against the Jewishness of the others; and there were Gentiles who were Christians, and they brought aspects of their cultures to worship. But since Christianity was the fulfillment of the Old Testament, it was impossible to do away with the circumstances of Old Testament worship.
Places for Christian Worship
Jewish Christian worship retained some continuity with the temple and the synagogue as long as possible. The people continued to go to the temple daily as a part of their devout worship and new mission (Acts 2:46). And they continued to go up to the temple at the hours of prayer, for the temple was a house of prayer (3:1). Christians found the temple to be an appropriate place for proclaiming the good news about Jesus the Messiah as they praised and testified in the house of the LORD (3:11-26; 4:12-13, 19-26; 5:42).
But Christianity had started, so to speak, in the Upper Room, and that is where the early believers met for prayer (Acts 1:12-14). Luke tells us that they continued steadfastly in the teaching of the apostles, their fellowship in Christ, the breaking of the bread, and prayer (Acts 2:42).' In addition, when believers came together, they shared their earthly goods as well as their faith. Acts 2:46-47 tells of two arenas for their devotion: "So continuing daily with one accord in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they ate their food with gladness and simplicity of heart, praising God and having favor with all the people" (NKJv).
Hellenistic Christians had not been steeped in Hebrew customs, so their worship was different. Naturally tensions arose. The emphasis among these people was on a reinterpretation, if not renunciation, of Jewish practices. In many ways their attitude toward the law and the traditions had already been expressed by Jesus: for example, the temple was now the body of Christ (1 Cor. 3:16-17; Eph. 2:19-22), Christ was the true Passover (Rom. 3:25; 1 Cor. 5:7), and believers were priests (1 Peter 2:5, 9). These teachings became predominant in Christian worship, even though others in the early church held to Jewish customs as long as they could.
Gentile Christianity had to overcome the Jewish thinking that Gentiles could become Christians only if they first became Jews (cf. Acts 10-11). According to Paul's first letter to the Corinthians, pagans had brought some customs with them, and these had to be relinquished in order to avoid problems with the Jewish converts. Thus the forms of worship were retained and Old Testament ideas reinterpreted. Gentiles had to be instructed in the Old Testament to understand the reasons for the forms of worship, not to mention the whole faith; and Paul never hesitated using the Old Testament in his teaching.
Interestingly, 1 Corinthians provides some of the most important information about worship for the middle of the first century. There are forms of blessings (1:3; 16:23); a great emphasis on the ministry of the Word with gifts of revelation, knowledge, prophecy, and words of instruction (14:6); responses of the people that included hymns (14:26), prayers, singing, saying amen, giving thanks (14:13-17); as well as preaching and observing the Lord's Supper (chaps. 10-11; 15). The old festivals of Passover and Pentecost were also brought forward for a new use in the church (5:7; 16:8).2 And while there was a good deal of spontaneous participation in worship at Corinth, order (14:26-33a, 40) and discipline (5:5, 12-13; 6:1-6) were also needed.
Many early Christians were forced out of Jerusalem through persecution (Acts 8:1), and as they went they spread the gospel. When Paul began his ministry, he used the synagogue service as the opportunity to deliver the message of Jesus the Messiah (13:5, 14, 44; 14:1). In no time at all, churches not only were founded but also were flourishing, making continuance in small pockets in the synagogues difficult (13:1). Therefore, when churches were established, Paul appointed elders in every church, apparently following the pattern in the synagogues (14:23). The apostles apparently were based in Jerusalem (Acts 15; Gal. 1:18-19; 2:9), and from there they made rulings on the composition and customs of the church.
Paul continued to work within Jewish worship. He ministered in the synagogue on the Sabbaths (Acts 17:10; 18:4, 19), joined in prayer on the Sabbath as well (16:13), wanted to get to Jerusalem in time for Pentecost (20:16), and even fulfilled purification ritual at the temple (21:26).
So as the church and its forms of worship began, the Jewish heritage was not suddenly shaken off. On the contrary, because the full meaning of the Old Testament had been realized in Christ, it was easy for Paul to make the proclamation of the faith in the centers of Jewish worship. In time, of course, Christians had to separate entirely from those places, but then they had grown so large in number that it was almost impossible for them to meet in rooms or homes as they had done at the beginning (cf. Acts 12:12 and 19:9-from a home prayer meeting to the school of Tyrannus).
It is untenable to argue for a simple home setting as the only place of worship for the early church. Early Christians met in homes to be sure,' just as Israelite worship started in homes with Passover (Exod. 12); but just as the places and the practices of worship grew in ancient Israel, so too did the church need larger places of worship. Other spiritual needs of the Christians were met in other settings as well. The temple worship met their need for praise and glorious celebration-the singing of the Psalms enhanced their appreciation of the true faith even more. In the temple and the synagogues, they also met for prayer and the study of the Scriptureafter all, it was their Bible too. So in the early period of the church, the places of worship were varied.
There is a gap in the information of about one hundred years before we find evidence for and descriptions of specified places of worship-church buildings.4 With the preparation of places for worship came the use of symbols as well, usually a simple cross at first, but then more detailed symbols.' The ancient Syrian church seems to be a Christian version of the Jewish synagogue, the symbols, ark, veil, and candlestick all showing continuity with the Old Testament through Christian interpretation. But now a table for the Lord's Supper became the new most holy place, and the whole church pointed east in anticipation of the second coming rather than toward Jerusalem.'
By the time of Constantine (about 300), large churches were being built and Roman basilicas were being converted into places of worship. This was due to the growing numbers who wished to attend and the developing hierarchy that was needed. Over the centuries the bishop's (overseer's) chair moved from the center of the congregation to a place behind the altar, becoming a throne of power. This cleared the way for the collective work of the people at worship to be replaced by the selective work of the clergy at worship, observed by the people. Moreover, the sevenfold candlestick was replaced by one candlestick, and the bema platform became the place where the ministers and the singers conducted the service, a congregation within the congregation. In time the separation of the basic worship activities from the people became more pronounced: a screen (sometimes filled with icons) separated the congregation from the altar where the priests (hidden) celebrated for them. Such practices, of course, were far removed from the biblical material, even from the Old Testament, and led to the need for the Reformation. But that is another study.'
The Times for Christian Worship
When Paul announced that Christ our Passover was sacrificed for us and that we should keep the Feast, he may very well have been referring already to a celebration of the death of Jesus Christ at the time of Passover in the spring. The instruction on the Feast (of Unleavened Bread), however, cuts through the ritual to the reality: righteousness results from the redemption through his blood, and this continues year round. At least by the second and third centuries, this time of the year was set apart in a special way to commemorate the death and resurrection of Christ. It also became the major time of baptism, preceded by a time of prayer and fasting.
By the fourth century a full church calendar had been developed to help in the worship of Jesus Christ by marking out the significant events in the faith. Advent marked the beginning of the year, eventually becoming the four-week period of preparation before Christmas. Epiphany, stressing the various ways that Jesus was manifested to the world (birth, wise men, first miracle), may have begun in Egypt to counter pagan days. Lent (in theory at least) goes back as early as the second and third centuries (see Justin Martyr [ca. 150], Didache [ca. 100], and Hippolytus [ca. 235]);' it was a time of preparation for baptism at Easter time." The symbolism of forty in the Bible (Moses, Israel, Jesus) naturally supplied the time framework for Lent.11 Pentecost, like Passover, seems to have been kept very early in the traditions of the church, perhaps even in the first century (witnesses for it are Tertullian and Eusebius). During the season of Pentecost the church concentrated on the power of the Holy Spirit and the ministry of the gospel.
Daily activities also may have been influenced by Jewish daily devotions. At nine in the morning, the Holy Spirit came on the disciples, and they began to minister at the temple (Acts 2:15); Peter went up to pray at about noon (10:9); and Peter and John were going up to the temple to pray at about three in the afternoon (3:1). These were the times of prayer in the Jewish system. Jewish believers who were accustomed to daily prayers continued in them but with greater insight and meaning. The information suggests that devotional daily prayer at these times was customary by the middle of the second century.
So as the early church grew, the leaders decided that certain times and seasons would serve their worship well. They recognized that these times had been set aside by the LORD for Israel in anticipation of the coming of Christ and that afterward those times could not be dissociated from the significant activities. Naturally, over the years the functions on these days changed; and it was not long before times and activities were divided into secular and sacred, a division that was supposed to have been broken down by Christ.
Conclusion
Any place set apart for worship should be planned so that everyone can see and hear and participate with ease, directness, and propriety-choirs and congregation alike. But more than that, it should convey an atmosphere of peace and reverence, one that lifts the spirits above the chaos and confusion of the world. The worshippers should sense that they have come apart from the world and drawn closer to God in fellowship.
The furnishings, symbols, and vestments need to contribute to the worship by communicating aspects of the truth of Christianity. Whatever of these a congregation decides to use must be properly understood within the theology of the church. They must focus the worshippers' attention on the glories of Christ.
Celebrating different events in Christianity at regular times helps the worshippers retain the major events of the faith most vividly and develops a sense of continuity with worshippers of all times and places. A calendar reflects the belief that God created time for his plans, that Christ came in the fullness of time, and that worshippers have always set apart times for worship.
Sunday came to mark the manifestation in time of the reality of redemption. Most churches keep some special days-Christmas, Good Friday, Easter, Thanksgiving (in North America), and others include Advent, Epiphany, Ascension, and Pentecost. Paul's injunctions against keeping holy days (Gal. 4:10; Col. 2:16) are concerned with legalism and the occasion for judging. But if days are freely engaged as memorials and commemorations, then that is different. If the seasons and days are used to inspire spontaneous and genuine worship, they can be very effective.
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The Essentials
of
Worship
in the
Early Church
INSPIRED BY THE PATTERNS AND principles of worship recorded in Holy Scripture, and influenced by the helpful refinements of synagogue worship, the early church very quickly developed a full and rich form of worship centered in the person and work of Jesus the Messiah. Because Christ was the fulfillment of so much of the Old Testament ritual, it is important for us to survey worship in the early church to discern what aspects of worship came to an end in him and what aspects were changed through him. The study will show that the basic elements were carried over to the church but found their full meaning and spiritual reality in the new covenant.
The Beginning of Participation in Worship
Faith in Christ as the Basis of Worship
Jesus called people to come to him to find rest for their souls, and when they respond to his call by faith, they begin a new life of service and worship in him. This is the process by which the Father finds people to worship him in spirit and in truth. And before Jesus returned to the Father, he commanded his disciples to continue his work of bringing people to the Father so that they would become part of the new covenant community. He said, "Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you" (Matt. 28:19-20). The commission to make disciples, teaching them and baptizing them, is part of the priestly ministry of believers.' By obeying this commission, Christians assume what had originally been the duty of the priests and Levites in the temple, but they do so with the clarity of divine revelation that faith in the Son of God restores the sinner to communion with the living God. And the full revelation of God is absolutely clear: if there is no salvation apart from Jesus Christ, then faith in Jesus Christ is certainly the basis of worship.
Identification with Christ in Baptism
Part of the work of making disciples involves baptism, the ritual act of worship by which the believer is identified with Christ and begins a new life of worship. Water baptism was the most fitting rite to use, for it was developed from the use of ritual baths in Israel. In the Jewish practice the ritual bath was self-immersion with witnesses.' This was done regularly as part of the spiritual preparation for worship. But Christian baptism was different in that it was done only once to identify with the Christian faith.'
Jesus began his public ministry with baptism, and while this has inspired believers to be baptized, his baptism was unique (Matt. 3:13-17; Mark 1:9-11; Luke 3:21-22).4 In fact, when he went to John to be baptized, John hesitated, saying that he should be baptized by Jesus. John knew that Jesus was greater than he, that he was the Messiah, the Lamb of God who would take away the sin of the world (John 1:29-34)-and the revelation at Jesus' baptism confirmed that. Because John's baptism was for repentance to prepare for the Lord-like a purification bath-John saw no need for Jesus to be baptized by him.
But Jesus said his baptism was needed "to fulfill all righteousness" (Matt. 3:15). It helps here to think of "righteousness" in the Hebrew sense of the word, for the term essentially means to conform to the will of God, which is the standard for all obedience. Jesus had come to fulfill God's will, and he would use baptism to begin that ministry. He had come into the world to be the Suffering Servant that Isaiah described (Matt. 20:28; Phil. 2:5-11); and his baptism showed his willingness to take on the role of the servant (Isa. 42:1-4; 50:4-9; 52:13-53:12).5 So Jesus' statement explains that he was committed to fulfilling the will of God for his life. By baptizing Jesus John would share in fulfilling all righteousness as well, for he was sent to introduce the Messiah to the world.
Jesus chose baptism to begin his ministry of doing the will of God because by it he was identifying with the nation. There was no need of a baptism of repentance for him, but he had entered the human race to take the sin of the world on himself. So it was necessary to inaugurate his ministry with an act that associated him with sinners.
After the baptism the voice from heaven witnessed to the fact that this was the beloved Son with whom God was well pleased. The word was confirmed by the sign of the Spirit of God descending on him like a dove.' The dove in Scripture can signify peace, as in the account of Noah; but the dove was also the sin offering of the common people and so a symbol of Israel's need. Jesus had come to fulfill God's plan to make a sacrifice for sin, and so to begin that journey he and John had to demonstrate their willingness to do God's will with the ritual of water baptism.
At the end of his earthly ministry, Jesus made baptism the initial ritual of the believer in the church. While there are a great number of different emphases drawn from this rite, in general it is a symbolic cleansing in which believers proclaim that through repentance and faith they have found forgiveness; and with it they also declare that they are following Christ in the water of baptism to be identified with his death and his life.' By being obedient to this rite, believers commit themselves to do the will of God.'
Empowered by Christ for Worship
For worship to be spiritual, the Spirit of God must be at work in the worshippers; for worship to be life changing, worshippers have to be controlled by the Spirit. So when Jesus returned to the Father, he sent the Spirit to continue the work that he had begun. This means, on the one hand, that the Holy Spirit is part of everything that God does because God is one-Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Nothing divine can happen without the Holy Spirit being the one who enables it to happen-Creation, redemption, the Incarnation, the Resurrection, or communion with God in worship.
The Holy Spirit does many things for us-he convinces us of sin, he guides us in righteousness, he focuses our attention on Christ, he produces in us the fruit of the Spirit, and he intercedes for us. All of these are marvelous and essential. But there are a couple of other ministries of the Spirit that influence our worship activities." One is the anointing of the Spirit. All believers have this anointing and are therefore consecrated by the Spirit and enabled to serve the Lord (1 John 2:20). God expects us to use the anointing that we have to serve him; it is not necessary to pray for an anointing.
The other ministry of the Spirit involves spiritual gifts. Paul bases his teaching about spiritual gifts on the Old Testament image of the conquering king who distributes the spoils of war among his faithful followers. Since Christ's victory was spiritual, the gifts he gives are spiritual, so they come with the sending of the Spirit (cf. Ps. 68:18; Rom. 12:1-8; 1 Cor. 12:1-31; Eph. 4:7-13). Every Christian has at least one spiritual gift, and all believers are expected to use the gifts they have regularly. Spiritual gifts are not the same as natural abilities, although there may be some overlap; and they are not the same as offices in the church, although some gifts fit certain offices well. A spiritual gift is the exceptional and at times unexpected ability that the Holy Spirit gives a believer for spiritual service." Most of the gifts overlap with ordinary Christian duties. For example, all believers are to give, but God the Spirit uses some people to give abundantly, naturally, and effectively. They have the gift of giving. People who do not have the gift are not absolved from giving. But the way for people to determine what gifts they have is to become obedient to all phases of Christian service. Then when the Spirit begins to bless in one area of service, that area should be cultivated by prayer, study, discernment of leaders, and increased service. It maybe evidence of one's spiritual gift.
There are a good number of spiritual gifts listed by Paul. But what often happens is that at the mention of "spiritual gifts" people think of only two or three of them-the most spectacular ones, the ones that need no work or preparation or active involvement, and the ones that can easily appeal to pride. We must make sure that the other gifts are not ignored, for they are just as much indicators of the presence of the Spirit. Paul cautions his readers that not everyone has the same gifts, and for people to expect all others to express the gifts that they themselves have is not biblical. Paul reasons by analogy that the foot cannot be a hand; not everyone will have the gift of teacher (although everyone is supposed to teach), evangelist (although everyone is to be involved with evangelism), or administration (although here too many will have to do this whether they feel they have this gift or not).
Christian worship must incorporate the use of the spiritual gifts of the people, not only in the assembly but in the whole Christian life. People need to find places to use their gifts, and they need to cultivate them and improve their service through them; but they cannot manipulate or force the Spirit to work. Someone with the gift of teaching can cultivate the gift through study and prayer. However, how the Spirit chooses to use it cannot be dictated by the teacher. The teaching of Paul is clear: believers must find their spiritual gifts, use them in the service of the Lord with humility without envying or minimizing the spiritual gifts of others, and give all the glory to God. Paul instructed that in the worship service there must be Spirit-led participation, but it must follow order:
When you come together, everyone has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation. All of these must be done for the strengthening of the church. If anyone should speak in a tongue, two-or at the most three-should speak, one at a time, and someone must interpret. If there is no interpreter, the speaker should keep quiet in the church and speak to himself and God. Two or three prophets should speak, and the others should weigh carefully what is said. And if a revelation comes to someone who is sitting down, the first speaker should stop. For you can all prophesy in turn so that everyone may be instructed and encouraged. The spirits of prophets are subject to the control of prophets. For God is not a God of disorder but of peace. (1 Cor. 14:26b-33)
Because there are many different views on this subject in the church today, Christians will have to be sensitive to the convictions of others.13 They do not have to agree with them or join their worship, but they should not allow the different convictions to divide the body of Christ. They should study the Scripture for themselves and discover how the Spirit of God should be working in their lives. Worshippers dare not ignore the doctrine of the Holy Spirit because they think others are carried away with it. And those that emphasize the Spirit's work in their congregations must not consider those who do not agree with them on all points less spiritual. If the Spirit of God truly inhabits the lives of believers, then as they study the Word of God, yield their lives to the Lord, and worship him sincerely, the Spirit will lead in the way that they should go.
Christians, then, are commanded to be filled with the Spirit (Eph. 5:18), that is, be controlled by the Spirit." To be filled means, in practical terms, to yield oneself to the Spirit, to be purged of sin and corruption, and to obey God's call on the life. Filling is not something to be prayed for-it is to be done.
The evidence of the Spirit's control of the life will be seen in a number of ways, most of which are not the brief and spectacular experiences. We should expect to see spiritual growth, obedience to the will of God, evidence of the development of the fruit of the Spirit, generous giving, and praise and thanksgiving in worship. When people are faithfully worshipping and serving the Lord and ministering to one another with their gifts, the Spirit will enable them to accomplish more than they could have imagined.
And if the Spirit of God is truly controlling our worship, it will be humble and devout. All too often we see the focus on the Spirit turned into a quest for worldly power. It may be an attempt to have power over other people rather than to serve them with humility. Or it may be unashamedly self-promoting, which is the first sign that the Spirit is not in it. It is presumptuous for anyone to say that others do not have the joy of the Spirit if they do not dance and shout in a certain way, or that others do not worship if they do not have their hands in the air, or that people do not have the Spirit if they do not have particular spiritual gifts. The Holy Spirit works differently in people, for not all have the same gifts, and not all have the same needs at the same time.
The point is that the kind of worship that pleases God will be Christcentered and Spirit-led. To try to worship without faith in Christ is folly; to try to worship without the power of the Holy Spirit is hollow.
Private Worship
One of the goals of the corporate worship of the church should be to inspire and instruct private worship. We would hope that as a result of participating in the assembly the people would have a much better sense of what it means to pray, to give praise and thanks, to meditate, and to develop community. We would hope that as a result of being in the assembly time and time again the patterns and principles of worship would become fixed in the individuals as the ways to live a life of worship.
It is the responsibility of the leaders of the congregation to try to guide and encourage the devotion of the people through the week. There are many ways this may be done. Certainly Bible classes can be effective; but they can become merely information-dispensing times that do not sufficiently lead to worship or service. Discipleship groups can be strong or weak, depending on the effectiveness of the people and the commitment to the process. The written word is one of the most effective methodsone that has been all but ignored. Earlier clergymen wrote devotional thoughts on the texts, prayers, praises, and applications for their people to use throughout the week. If this is done, then when it is time for the body of believers to assemble, people would begin coming with prayers and praises on their lips and the Word in their hearts, for their thoughts would be directed toward the corporate worship service.
The Word of God in Worship
The Public Reading of Scripture
By New Testament times, the reading of Scripture had become the mainstay of synagogue worship. A reader would read the portion from the Hebrew scroll, and another would interpret it for the people (cf. Acts 13:15, 27; 15:21; 2 Cor. 3:15). The emphasis was on the public reading of God's Word and its clear understanding.
Paul advised church leaders to give attention to the reading of Scripture (1 Tim. 4:13). By this he primarily meant the Old Testament books, but of course he also recognized the growing body of new Scriptures. Accordingly, he instructed that his own epistles be read in the churches and then passed on to others (Col. 4:16; 1 Thess. 5:27), so that they could all continue in the apostolic teachings.
The earliest clear evidence from the church fathers of the importance of reading Scripture in worship comes from Justin Martyr.16 He reported that Christians gathered on Sundays to read the Apostles and the Prophets-as long as time permitted-and then to receive exhortation for the imitation of these things (cf. Clement 13:1; 14:2; Barnabas 21:1, 6).
The reading of Scripture in the worship was increased so that by the third century portions of the Law, Prophets, Epistles, Acts, and Gospels were read, and Psalms were read or sung between the readings. It also became traditional to read the Gospel reading at the end of all the readings and to read it with the congregation standing. By the fourth century the church had attached liturgical prefaces and responses to the reading of the Word.17 Common ones simply introduced the readings (such as "A reading from the book of the prophet Isaiah"), concluded them ("The Word of the LORD"), and prescribed the congregation's response ("Thanks be to God").18
Scripture was such an important part of the assembly because it was the inspired Word of God and therefore profitable for doctrine, correction, and instruction in righteousness (2 Tim. 3:16). A worship service dare not eliminate the public reading of Scripture.
Several observations come to mind for the implementation of public reading. First, schedules of readings (lectionaries) provide one good way to assure that all of Scripture will be read in a cycle and that related Scriptures will be read in a given service. Second, because the Word of God is so important to worship, readers must know how to read it well in public, not overly dramatic, but clearly, distinctly, and powerfully. Third, the form of the reading can be varied, especially with the Psalter, using responsive readings, antiphonal readings, readings in unison, litanies, as well as public readings, chants, choral presentations, and even dramatic presentations. And fourth, the translation used must be accurate, of course, and written in a proper and somewhat elevated style. It is, after all, the Word from God.
Teaching and Exhortation from the Word
In the temple and synagogue the doctrinal and moral instruction based on God's Word was essential to the worship.19 In the Old Testament, priests were responsible to teach the law (cultic and moral), and prophets came alongside them with exhortations from the Law and new revelation.
The early church followed the Lord in teaching the Word in the places of worship and in preaching the gospel wherever they went (Mark 1:1415; Acts 8:4). And Paul preached Christ in the synagogues (Acts 9:20), taking the opportunities to give the Word of exhortation in the service (Acts 13:15).
One term that is used for the proclamation of the gospel is kerusso. It has the idea of heralding or proclaiming a message, and in the New Testament the message was the Christ event. This kerygma, or proclamation, was always designed to elicit a response; it was a call to repentance and commitment in faith, with God making the appeal through his Word that people be reconciled to him (2 Cor. 5:19-20; cf. Luke 10:16).
The message of this proclamation was new revelation to many who were accustomed to synagogue worship, so Paul had to make extensive use of the Hebrew Scriptures to show that God's plan of redemption was fulfilled through the Messiah, Jesus. The formulation of the gospel (1 Cor. 15:3-4), then, necessarily included "according to the Scriptures"-that "Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures." The Christ event that formed the message of reconciliation is the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus-as explained by the apostles from Scripture. Because this proclamation revealed the way to the Father, it also informed all of Christian worship. Its internal authority was the resurrection; so the apostolic kerygma constantly puts the resurrection of Jesus at the fore. Paul would not have preached this message if it were not for the resurrection (Rom. 8:34; 1 Cor. 9:1; 15:11-19; Phil. 3:10; 1 Thess. 1:9-10). The resurrection can hardly be emphasized enough: without it there was no redemption; with it Christ's claims were authenticated. The death of Christ was indeed God's complete remedy for the ruin of the race.
The effectiveness of the proclamation of the risen Christ depended on the power of the Holy Spirit (2 Cor. 3:17-18). If the message was God's, then the intended results must also be by the power of God's Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 2:3-14). And this could never be manipulated or fabricated.
In addition to the proclamation of the Word, there was also an emphasis on edifying teaching-the early believers continued steadfastly in the apostle's doctrine (didache in Acts 2:42). The main verb for "teach" is didksko, and the important nouns are didache and didaskalia. The teaching is, of course, the apostolic instruction, often in epistles, based on the Hebrew Scriptures but fully interpreted in light of their fulfillment in Jesus Christ. It is "sound doctrine" (1 Tim. 1:10) or "good teaching" (1 Tim. 4:6; cf. Mal. 2:1-10). Jesus began this new doctrine when he invited his followers to learn from him (Matt. 11:28-29) so that they might keep his commandments. When the Lord gave people spiritual gifts by sending the Spirit, he gifted some to be pastors and teachers. Now all Christians are supposed to teach (Heb. 5:12), but some have a gift in this area. A clear explanation of this function is in 1 Timothy 4:6-16, where Timothy is instructed to teach sound doctrine to others in the faith. This can take place anywhere, but the best arena is the assembly of worshippers.
Another word for teaching is katecheo, from which we get "catechism," referring to formal instruction in the basics of the faith (cf. Eph. 4:2024; 1 Peter 2:2; 1 John 2:12-24). This emphasis probably came from the Jewish practice of training proselytes. One example in the New Testament is that Theophilus was a catechumen (one "being taught" in Luke 1:4).
Exhortation and encouragement are a necessary part of the exposition of Scripture. The word paraklesis, best known for the designation of the Spirit as the Paraclete, has a wide range of meanings. Paul says that the one who proclaims God's message (propheteuon) speaks to people and gives them edification, "encouragement (paraklesis) and comfort" (1 Cor. 14:3).
In the early church there were those who had a ministry of proclaiming God's message, or prophesying. Some actually predicted future events-Agabus (Acts 11:27-28; 21:10-11), John (Rev. 1:1-3), and of course Paul. But the ministry of prophecy, like the prophetic oracles in the Old Testament, was most often clear instruction and exhortation based on Scripture.20 So in the assembly if any had a prophecy, he could deliver it, expounding the Scripture and exhorting the congregation to holy living and spiritual worship.
That the exposition of the Scriptures was a fixed part of worship assemblies can be demonstrated from the earliest extrabiblical sources. Justin21 records how after reading the Old and New Testament sections, the "president in a discourse urges and invites to the imitation of these noble things." In time the sermon out of necessity turned from expounding the fixed lessons in the readings to topical discourses on doctrine. The exposition of Scripture became less and less a factor as ritual and liturgy took a more dominant role; and doctrinal discourses became more important when the Christological and Trinitarian disputes arose. The classic examples for this are John Chrysostom (374-407) and Augustine (354-430), whose sermons can be easily obtained.22
Today, because of the way most churches are structured, the sermon time has to include what both the priests and the prophets did, that is, preaching and teaching. But most ministers do not have both of these abilities. If a church can make better use of the spiritual gifts in the congregation, some of these ministries can be shared and the worship made more effective. But whatever format is used, this part of the service must present solid doctrine with clear biblical exposition.24 After all, the sermon is also an act of worship in which the minister presents the message as a gift to God.
Without a return to the proper proclamation of the Word, the worship service-and the churches themselves-will lose authority and relevance. Proclaiming the Word must be restored, because all the evidence shows that the churches are filled with people who do not know doctrine or Scripture-and many of them are hungry for teaching! No matter how the ministry of the Word is developed in the life of the worshipping community, when the people assemble for a full worship service with Holy Communion, the risen Christ must be lifted up in the eyes of the people and glorified through it.25 It will be the hope of glory revealed by God that will inspire adoration, obedience, and perseverence.26And the Spirit of God will burn the Word of God into the hearts and minds of the devout so that their loyalties will be renewed and their worship enriched.
The Responses of the People in Worship
Because revelation demands a response, the people of God have found a number of ways to respond when they come together to worship God: they confess their faith; they proclaim their gratitude and devotion through praise; they demonstrate their loyalty by offering themselves and their gifts to God; they promise their commitments through vows; and they activate their faith in supplications and intercessions.
But in putting these responses into their proper forms, we have a tension. On the one hand, we want everything about our worship to be organized, pleasing, and theologically correct; but on the other hand, we want it to be spontaneous and free. It is possible to have both-at least Paul thought it was. But different congregations seem to lean one way or the other.
There are those who in their desire for spontaneous, free worship would minimize or eliminate any use of set forms-creeds, prayers, or liturgy. Some of this is a carryover from the early Congregationalists, Baptists, and Quakers. For example, John Smyth wrote,
We hold that the worship of the New Testament properly so called is spiritual proceeding originally from the heart; and that reading out of a book (though it is a lawful ecclesiastical action) is no part of spiritual worship, but rather the invention of the man of sin, it being substituted for a part of spiritual worship. We hold that seeing prophesying is a part of spiritual worship: therefore in time of prophesying it is unlawful to have the book (i.e., the Bible) as a help before the eye. We hold that seeing singing a psalm is a part of spiritual worship: therefore it is unlawful to have the book before the eye in time of singing a psalm.27
One movement that exemplified this approach was Quakerism. It abandoned the ordained ministry and the sacraments in favor of every member's waiting on the Spirit. This meant that they rejected any external aids or rites (the Spirit's revelation was supreme). Worship was inward, and so all ceremonies were abolished-Spirit baptism superceded water baptism, and the Eucharist was an inner spiritual reception of Christ without external rite. In short, all participation in worship was through the moving of the Spirit.
Out of this kind of interest in spiritual worship, the pietistic emphasis emerged. In arguing for free, spiritual worship to the exclusion of set forms, some folks point to John 4 and Jesus' liberation from temple worship. There Jesus said that worship must now be in spirit and in truth, but he said nothing of forms, times, or places of worship. Yet, he himself taught his disciples how to pray, instituted the Lord's Supper by commanding his disciples to follow that manner regularly, and commanded that baptism be used. And the apostle Paul, while describing Spirit-led worship in the churches, established leaders to guide it, set rules for preserving order in it, required interpreters to be designated before someone spoke in tongues, handed down the tradition of the Lord's Supper, counseled the leaders to study and prepare, and worked within the framework of the normal time and place of worship. So apparently forms, structure, and planning for worship in the assembly were not considered incompatible with spontaneous spiritual worship.
On the other end of the scale, there are congregations that rely on liturgy, creeds, and set forms for their worship. Although criticism of this is valid in some places (where people never pray apart from reading a prayer in a book, or cannot express their faith apart from reading a creed, for example29), set forms can be a very helpful means of developing worship. After all, they may be set forms, but they are mostly Scripture arranged into patterns for worship.
Even in most "free" churches, ministers plan carefully for the sermon, choirs practice diligently to offer their praise, leaders select in advance set hymns from a book, a preferred order for Communion is followed, and set words will be said at baptisms, weddings, funerals, and ordinations.
Creeds or Confessions of Faith
The word creed comes from the first word of the Apostles' and Nicene Creeds, which, in the Latin, is credo, "I believe."31 This in itself attests to a confession of personal faith. But it is also a condensed formula of Christian doctrine to be used in public worship. So on both counts it is a way that Christians have of declaring themselves.
There are creedal fragments in the New Testament that no doubt served early Christians well in their identification with and articulation of the faith. Some of these are listed here.
The Gospel
The clear and poetically balanced statement of the gospel united the diverse groups in their basic Christian faith (1 Cor. 15:3-4; Col. 2:6-7). Any other gospel simply would not do (2 Cor. 11:4; Gal. 1:8-9).
"Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ"
This is the prescription for joining the faith (Acts 16:31; Col. 2:6). The basic statement of faith is "Jesus is Lord" (cf. also Acts 11:19-21; 1 Cor. 8:5-6), which Paul affirms in Romans 10:9-10-"If you confess with your mouth, `Jesus is Lord,' and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved" (cf. also Phil. 2:11). It is important to note that "Lord" in these statements means that Jesus is divine-he is God manifest in the flesh!
'Jesus Is the Christ"
Related to this basic confession about Jesus are others that are more Jewish. The first is "Jesus is the Christ," that is, the Messiah. Peter said it early: "You are the Christ, the Son of the living God" (Matt. 16:16). Closely built on the Shema (Dent. 6:4) are statements like "There is one God and one mediator between God and man, the man Christ Jesus" (1 Tim. 2:5; cf. also 1 Cor. 8:4; James 2:19), or, Jesus is the "Son of David and Son of God" (this may be behind Rom. 1:3-4). At the baptism of the eunuch, Philip calls for a confession of faith, and the Ethiopian says, "I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God" (Acts 8:37).33 Others are similar.
Early Hymns
Creedal confessions may have formed the early hymns of the church, especially those to be used at baptism or the Lord's Supper. Passages that have the forms of hymns and are solidly doctrinal are John 1:1-18; Romans 3:24-26; Philippians 2:6-11; and Colossians 1:15-20.34 One of the best samples of a doctrinal hymn is 1 Timothy 3:16, which speaks about the mystery of godliness: "He appeared in a body, was vindicated by the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, was taken up in glory."
The Incarnation
When John provided a test case to discern true teachers from false, he summarized this important doctrine: "This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God" (1 John 4:2).
Maranatha
Trinitarian Statements
The Christian Trinitarian faith found clear expression in the baptismal formula, "baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit" (Matt. 28:19), and the apostolic benediction, "May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all" (2 Cor. 13:14). The teaching of the Trinity appears in numerous other places, such as Ephesians 2:18.
Taking their inspiration from the confessions of faith in the Bible, the church fathers began to formulate ways for worshippers to affirm their faith, first at baptisms and then in the ordinary service.36 Justin37 indicates there was an interrogation or at least a reminder of the Trinitarian faith of the one being baptized; Irenaeus likewise stresses this essential part of the faith: "First of all, it bids us bear in mind that we have received baptism for the remission of sins in the name of God the Father, and in the name of Jesus Christ the Son of God, who was incarnate and died and rose again, and in the Holy Spirit of God."38
Hippolytus links a threefold interrogation concerning Trinitarian faith with threefold baptism:
Do you believe in Christ Jesus, the Son of God, who was born from the Holy Spirit from the virgin Mary, and was crucified under Pontius Pilate, and died, and rose again on the third day alive from the dead, and ascended into heaven, and sits at the right hand of the Father, and will come to judge the living and the dead?
I believe (baptism repeated).
Do you believe in the Holy Spirit and the Holy Church and the resurrection of the flesh?
I believe (baptism a third time)."
And then in time the formal creeds were written to secure the cardinal doctrines of the faith, and these have stood the test of time.
In conclusion we may observe that there is always the danger in using creeds that worshippers will rely more on them than on the faithful study of Scripture, or that the creed might become an empty form for those who do not understand the doctrines. Nevertheless, they give devout worshippers a way to confess their faith in concise forms during a time of worship; and for the believer who is growing in the faith they provide a wonderful means of recalling the various passages of Scripture in a time of meditation. Without creedal forms and affirmations, little or no doctrine will be expressed.
It is the responsibility of the church to teach sound doctrine so that such confessions of faith will be genuine and meaningful. Even if creeds are not used, many of the hymns the church sings (as in the first century) are doctrinal creeds, and the people need to understand these as well. The church can prevent creeds from being routine by varying the ones to be used, or using the doctrinal passages in the Bible that express them, or by proclaiming them in different forms of expression. But the confession of faith has always been essential to worship-for clarification of the ritual, for the basis of fellowship, and for mutual edification and encouragement.
Individual and Congregational Praise
Beginning with the teaching of the apostles and concluding with the vision of the saints in glory, the New Testament confirms that praise is essential to the spiritual life and therefore to the life of the church. The church exists to show forth praise to God (1 Peter 2:9)41 Indeed, when worshippers come to the assembly to worship, apart from whatever they expect to receive, there is something to be given-praise to God. And that praise must center on God (Rev. 19:10) and not on the self or other people (although people are at times praiseworthy [1 Cor. 11:2] ).
When the Bible tells believers to offer the sacrifice of praise (Heb. 13:15), there is more to it than simply saying words of praise. By using the familiar Old Testament description the writer includes how offering a praise involved bringing a gift (an animal) as a thank offering to the Lord to share with the congregation as a communal meal. It cost the worshipper to praise the Lord (hence, a sacrifice). Now, even though Christ is the sacrifice, the writer still exhorts us to offer the sacrifice of praise; the exhortation carries the spirit of the law forward because generosity is part and parcel of biblical praise. So he adds, "And do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices God is pleased" (v. 16). Accordingly, we recall that in connection with praising God, the early Christians shared of their abundance with those in need (Acts 2:44-47).
One could say, then, that the measure of the spiritual vitality of a group is biblical praise. Either people will give God the glory, or they will not; and if they will not, they will live for themselves, satisfied with their own abilities and accomplishments (cf. Dent. 8:10-18). And if people have such independent and self-sufficient attitudes, they will almost certainly be indifferent to the needs of others. To give God the glory is an expression of dependence on God and so logically leads to generosity, for it recognizes everything as God's bounty. To "give praise to God" (cf. Josh. 7:19; John 9:24) is to acknowledge the truth that without him we have nothing and are nothing. So in the church, as in Israel, individual praise is essential to the true sense of community.
According to the New Testament, the entire Christian life is to be filled with praise and thanksgiving. Christians can praise the Lord informally, anytime, anywhere. Thus, benedictions and doxologies frequently appear in the New Testament apart from formal worship. "I thank my God" (Phil. 1:3), or "We always thank God" (Col. 1:3), illustrates that praise and thanksgiving form a natural part of the believer's communication with God (as baruk 'adonay ["blessed be the LORD"] did in the Hebrew faith). But the fact that Paul used this language in his epistles gave it a liturgical function as well, for the Epistles were meant to be read in the assemblies.
The New Testament blessings also attribute historical events to God. Thus, Paul could thank God for the generosity of certain Christians, just as Israel could praise God for working wonders in the world. Such blessing ascribes to him lordship of the whole world and everything in it.
Choirs were used in Israel for the singing of psalms, hymns, and other anthems44 These were made up of qualified people who gave their lives to such ministry. The rationale was that the worship of God must always have those there who are ready to praise God with music. The choir was a type of "firstfruits" of praise-the best (in voices) that the people of God could offer to God; but it was also the inspiration for the worship and praise of the people, for they, following the pattern of the choir, were also instructed to sing praises to God. This is an essential ingredient of worship.
In Ephesians 5:19 Paul reminds the church that it too is to offer praise and thanksgiving to God with "psalms, hymns and spiritual songs" (cf. also Col. 3:16). His selection of words here draws clearly on the Old Testament worship. The first word Paul used is psalms, which certainly refers to the Hebrew Psalter.45 James says, "Is any one of you in trouble? He should pray. Is anyone happy? Let him sing songs of praise" (5:13). It is entirely possible that these references to "psalms" included other, similarly constructed, musical pieces based on Scripture (like some of the extrabiblical psalms at Qumran), but the primary reference was to the canonical psalms, both in the Psalter and in the New Testament books (e.g., the Song of Zachariah in Luke 1:67-79).
The word "psalm" (psalmos) in Ephesians 5:19 is the Greek translation of the Hebrew word mizmor, which refers to a poem sung to the accompaniment of stringed instruments. Thus, the use of this particular word assumes the use of musical instruments, so it is not completely accurate to say that the New Testament does not refer to musical instruments. Musical instruments were so widely used in Israelite worship that the early Christians would have felt very much at home with them.
The second word Paul uses is hymn (humnos). The word was also used in the Greek Old Testament for special songs of praise addressed to the LORD directly. A hymn was more formal than, say, a psalm of thanksgiving; it was loftier and more universal in scope, focusing on one or more of the divine attributes and not on personal experiences. Luke records a number of hymns near the very beginning of his gospel: Mary's hymn of praise (1:46-55, "The Magnificat"46), the angelic praise (2:14, "The Gloria"), and the song of Simeon (2:29-32, "The Nunc Dimittas"47). As the church developed, the hymns naturally became strongly Christocentric (see John 1:1-18; Phil. 2:6-11; Col. 1:15-20; 1 Tim. 3:16);48 they praise the Savior who came to redeem that which was lost.
Finally, Paul mentions the spiritual song (ode). "Spiritual songs" (Eph. 5:19) could also refer to specific psalms in the Psalter, because the word odai is used in the Greek version of the Psalms as a heading for some of the songs. But it has been more commonly interpreted to refer to new songs that set forth the believer's spiritual enjoyment of life under God. But in the church these songs were to be spiritual as opposed to worldly; that is, they were to be songs inspired by the Spirit, as in 1 Corinthians 14:26 (see Eph. 5:14 for a possible baptismal song).
Although there may be some question about the precise meaning of these "psalms, hymns and spiritual songs," or what they include, it is clear that they are all part of Spirit-led worship. Paul writes, "Be filled with the Spirit, speaking to one another with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, singing and making music in your hearts to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ" (Eph. 5:18b-21). I have translated this passage more literally to show that the participles in each clause express the result of being filled with the Spirit. In other words, giving thanks for everything, singing and making music, and speaking to one another with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs come from the power of the Holy Spirit controlling the life. Of course, people can sing and give thanks without being spiritual, but that is not what God wants. Our Lord said that those who worship must worship in Spirit and truth. So the primary instruction here is to be filled with the Spirit, meaning, be controlled by the Spirit. The Spirit will then inspire in the worshipper such praise. This passage, therefore, is central to the spiritual life of the faith and cannot be minimized in any way. Ford analyzes this text in his discussion of how the community of worshippers are to face each other in their praise and thanksgiving; he writes,
For a community of worship, this coming together before God in song is the fullest facing of all, explicitly acknowledging the reality of which they are all part, and adding their energies to enhance it. The specific contribution of music to the building up of community in worship includes its encouragement of alertness to others, immediate responsiveness to changes in tone, tune and rhythm, and sharing in the confidence that can come from joint singing. Singing together embodies joint responsibility in which each singer waits on the others, is attentive with the intention of serving the common harmony.49
The sum of the matter is that the overall mood of worship should be celebration in community. After all, the church exists to praise God in the world: believers are instructed to offer the sacrifice of praise to God, and the Spirit of God produces it in those who are spiritual. Words of gratitude and praise and blessing must be on the lips of believers daily. For this to happen, they must be living in the reality of the goodness and grace of God, for praise is the spontaneous expression of what is enjoyed.
Several principles emerge from the biblical teachings on praise. First, individual believers must have the opportunity to praise God in the congregation, not just in the singing or in spontaneous acclamations, but in the carefully prepared individual praises-public testimonies. Second, praise must exalt the object of the praise, the Lord, and must not focus too much attention on people. Third, praise is edifying and therefore is a communal act-it is to be delivered in a forum. Fourth, generosity is the evidence of sincere gratitude expressed in praise; therefore churches need to find ways to combine praise with sacrificial gifts and provisions for people in need. Fifth, praise should be well prepared because it is an offering given to God; it would also be beneficial to write the praises for the encouragement and instruction of future believers. For all this to happen, there will have to be a good deal of effective teaching in the church on how to praise God as well as careful planning of the services to accommodate such praise. But the absence of individual biblical praise is one of the reasons that worship seems irrelevant and routine-people need to hear what God is doing in the lives of other believers.
Even though churches have hymns and songs as a regular part of their services, praise through music needs constant if not urgent attention." Music must meet the same requirements as other forms of praise: it is to be biblically accurate, spiritually uplifting, honoring to God, and edifying for the congregation." The music is supposed to lift the worshippers out of their mundane experience, focus their attention on Christ, and transport their spirits to realms of glory. But if the music draws attention to the musicians rather than the Lord, centers on human experience instead of divine acts, mimics the style of entertainment that the world offers, or becomes routine and predictable so that the mind and soul are not engaged, then it fails to be an effective means of praising God. The desire today to be casual, informal, and relevant has in many cases made the music of praise shallow and superficial, which, unfortunately, goes handin-hand with the already weakened knowledge of biblical theology in the church. It will take a concerted effort to reverse this trend in the church. Our congregations must be guided in the use of music in worship by properly trained spiritual leaders who can develop the theology of music and use it in the organization of the services."Z
The kind of music to be used will differ from congregation to congregation or country to country. But there are several principles in the biblical text that should guide the church in its musical praise.53 First, all forms of praise, whether proclamation, music, or dance, must focus on the Lord and glorify him, not on the performers or the culture. Second, musical praise should elevate the praise to be a glimpse of glory, not an imitation of the world; music is essential for worship because it makes the praise grand and glorious and unites the worshippers in harmony in the expression of their faith. Third, church music should have a balance of hymns, praise songs, doxologies, choruses, and litanies. A steady run of subjective, experiential songs without the doctrinal hymns will not be as edifying as the music should be; and an absence of the songs will not help the congregation express their spiritual experiences in harmony with the historic faith. Fourth, the music must be done well, not because it is a performance, but because it is an offering given to God, the best that the worshipping community can do. Fifth, musical praise must harmonize with the spirit and substance of the service, for the services will change throughout the spiritual seasons of the year.
Music must serve several spiritual purposes: it should enable the worshippers to become articulate in the doctrines and spiritual matters of their faith; it should contribute to the call for commitment and edification of the saints; it should be therapeutically effective in calming troubled spirits (as when David played for Saul); and it should be inspirational so that the worshippers will go away uplifted and encouraged in their lives. Singing and playing musical instruments should communicate the Word and the worship, without overshadowing them. To do all this the music must be sacred; it must be set apart to God and be distinctly worshipfulholy in its content, holy in its sound, holy in its presentation.
Offerings and Gifts
Stewardship has always been a part of worship. The Israelites went up to the temple to give thanks to the LORD at the harvest times because that was when they would pay their tithes and offerings. When the Israelites brought their tithes, offerings, and sacrifices to the sanctuary, they were acknowledging that everything they possessed came from God and that they needed to express their gratitude and devotion with these things. Whatever offerings the worshippers brought to God in response to the manifestation of his grace and glory were always regarded as gifts of devotion to him. However, any such offering or gift would be considered worthless and hypocritical if the person was living in sin (Isa. 1:10-20) or if the gifts were less than the best they could offer (Mal. 1:6-14).
The New Testament teaches that everything that we have-our possessions, our time, and our abilities-is a gift from God and a trust-and as faithful stewards we are to use it all for his glory. But in our worship we are instructed to give a portion of what we have to him in gratitude and devotion.54 The basic principle is the same as in the Old Testament; the difference is that more is expected of the Christian because of the value of the new covenant.
One major difference between the Testaments is the content of the offering. Whereas in Israel worshippers actually brought the animals for the sacrifices, in the new covenant God gave his Son to be the perfect sacrifice for us. Christians bring offerings but not the offering (unless in the spiritual sense of coming to God with or on the basis of the sacrifice of Christ). In the early church, however, giving included bringing the elements for the breaking of bread ritual, in addition to bringing food for the common meal. In token they were reflecting the tradition of the Israelites bringing sacrifices from the flocks that God had given to them.
For giving to be part of true worship, the New Testament lays down a number of qualifications. First, it is to be a regularly prepared stewardship based on the Lord's blessing (1 Cor. 16:1-4). The early church began laying up their gifts to God on the first day of the week. This carried forward the routine of scheduled giving in the Old Testament but set the time now on the Christian celebration of resurrection day. Second, it is to be done willingly (2 Cor. 8:1-8). This emphasis is also carried over from the Old Testament, for the willing offering is the spiritual offering. Third, it is to be generous (9:11). This brings greater praise to God because it follows the pattern of Christ: "You know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich" (8:9). Because Christ held nothing back in his love for us, we ought to respond with selfsacrificing love. Therefore, fourth, spiritual giving may involve sacrifice (2 Cor. 8:9; Phil. 4:10-20). To give beyond one's means expresses true spiritual giving. Fifth, it is to be done with humility (Matt. 6:2-4). Giving as a part of worship must be concerned only with pleasing God and not with being praised by people.
The early church, under Paul's direction, took responsibility for meeting the needs of the people. He took up offerings wherever he went for the poor in Jerusalem (Rom. 15:27-29; 1 Cor. 16:1-4; 2 Cor. 8-9; Gal. 2:10). It is a fixed duty for the church to rally to the support of those in need. The welfare of the people in Jerusalem was a major concern for Christians because of the debt they all owed to the "mother church." In fact, the generous support for Jerusalem by Gentile believers certainly helped unite the church.
Giving is an outward expression of gratitude and devotion to the Lord, an appropriate response to his goodness and grace. But it also should be a solemn act of worship in which believers not only offer their gifts but also have opportunity to declare publicly their gratitude and faith (as in Dent. 26:12-15).
Thus giving should be handled by the church in such a way that it would resound to the praise of God in the congregation. It must not lose its value as a part of worship. Naturally, leaders must ensure that the offering is carefully used to the glory of God, clearly and openly before all the people, and that praise for the offering and its use goes to God and not the generous giver. (It is very hard not to praise generous people, and therefore it is hard for givers to have pure motives; but Jesus warned not to get caught up in the ostentatious show of giving.)
If giving is conducted properly, not only will the needs of the church be met, but so also will the needs of the poor. Then the congregation will be unified and God will be glorified.
Vows and Commitments
The vow was a solemn way of strengthening a commitment or promise to do something in the worship or service of God. The Israelites regularly used vows in their religious services, most of them being vows of praise (promising to praise God when he answered their prayers) and vows of devotion (promising to serve God in some way). Occasionally someone would make a Nazirite vow for some purpose or for a life of service (Num. 6:1-21; 1 Sam. 1:11, 27-28; cf. also Acts 21:20-26).
Unfortunately, as with so many other things, vows were frequently misused, perhaps overused or made foolishly (cf. Lev. 27). Sometimes people were not able or willing to perform their vows, so they found clever ways to get out of them by contending that they were not actually binding in the way they were said. Jesus warned that it would be better for people not to vow at all-they should just keep their word (Matt. 5:33-37).
But there are times when vows are necessary or desirable. Jesus himself was put under oath to answer the high priest's question (Matt. 26:63-64), and Paul went to Jerusalem to fulfill a vow in the temple (Acts 21:20-26). But because of Jesus' warning the vow received limited use in the church. Instead of always making vows, Christians simply are to keep their word (2 Cor. 1:17-20). If they say emphatically and clearly that they will do such and such, then come what may they must keep their word (cf. also Ps. 15:4).
Traditionally the church has promoted vows for various religious duties. But because they have been overused and their significance has not been communicated clearly enough, the same thing has happened that happened in Israel-people have not taken their vows seriously enough to keep them. The most disgraceful example of this is the failure of believers to keep their marriage vows-and the church tolerates this! In a Christian marriage (i.e., holy matrimony), the man and the woman vow in the presence of God and other witnesses to sanctify and preserve their marriage and in the words of Jesus be joined inseparably as one in Christ.ss Judging from the statistics on divorce, these vows are no longer considered binding-they have simply become an expression of hope or desire to make the marriage work. That is not a vow. Obviously the church must reassert the importance of vows and the seriousness of violating them. 16
Baptismal vows also have been in use since the days of the early church, because the rite called for a public commitment to follow Christ." Baptismal vows promise obedience to Christ based on the confession of faith (see the earlier discussion of baptism). This formula of faith and commitment is parallel to the Israelites' words of allegiance: "Everything the LORD has said we will do" (Exod. 24:3). The idea of having the witnesses of the baptism reaffirm their baptismal vows is a good one, for it is a way of calling people to do what they have promised. Moreover, renewing these vows immediately unites the one being baptized with the congregation in the fellowship.
Churches also use vows when infants are presented to the Lord (based on such passages as Hannah's presentation of Samuel). Some congregations use infant baptism and others simply dedication services. Apart from that issue, the point is the same: the parents and the congregation make vows to work together to bring the child up in the faith. But it is rare to find congregations that actually follow through on this commitment.
Vows are used for the ordination of clergy as well. This is a good idea, even if there is no direct biblical instruction for such ordination in the church. It is common for those who enter full-time ministry through ordination to take vows to preach the gospel, defend the faith, live obediently, and minister to the people. Here too we find that for many these vows are a formality, given the way that the clergy have so easily lived in violation of Scripture and introduced heresy into the church. But if the vows are taken in a powerful and glorious worship service, then the proper motivation will be in place to impress the meaning of the vows on the ordinands.
One very popular use of vows or pledges concerns tithing. This practice does not follow biblical procedure because in Israel no one could vow to the LORD what already belonged to him-the tithe (Lev. 27:26, 30). A vow to give was to be a magnanimous spiritual act, and this was not possible if they were merely keeping the law. They could make vows to give things to the LORD above the normal tithes and offerings due to him. In such cases what they promised had to be paid in addition to their tithes and offerings (Lev. 27). The point is that vows should be used very sparingly because God's name is invoked, and he takes that very seriously even if we do not.
Apart from all these types of vows, people must have the opportunity in worship to respond with commitments to serve and obey. There must be that initial act of commitment by the believer (Rom. 12:1-2); but there also should be various commitments made in response to the Word of God delivered in a service and inspired by communion with the living Lord.
Prayer
We may recall how the temple in Jerusalem was to be a house of prayer, a place for people to find God. This should have made it clear for all time how important prayer is to worship. People came to the temple at different times of the day to pray, and in their great assemblies they joined in the prayers that were made for various occasions. The book of Psalms witnesses to the variety of supplications and intercessions that were made, and as prayers were added to the book, the collection provided other believers with prayers that could be applied to their own situations.
It would be hard to read the New Testament and miss the point that the life of the believer is a life of prayer. But with specific reference to the beginning of Christian worship, we may note that the early Christians met regularly for prayer (Acts 2:42). They had been accustomed to doing this in the temple and the synagogues, but sadly prayers in those services did not embrace the person and work of Jesus the Messiah (even though the Psalms properly understood did speak of Christ). So the followers of Jesus also met in homes for their worship, and those meetings included prayer (Acts 16:15, 40; 21:8). Of course they also gathered to pray wherever the occasion called for it, such as by the harbor (20:36) or on the shore (21:5). Among other things they prayed for guidance (1:24), preservation from trouble (4:24-30), deliverance from immediate persecution (12:5, 12), and wisdom in ministry (13:1-3; 14:23).
Some of the remnants of Hebrew prayers appear in the New Testament writings. For example, "'Abba'" (Aramaic, "Father") is used in Mark 14:36. Contrary to popular thinking, the word 'Abba' does not mean "daddy."61 There is no doubt that the word stresses the personal relationship that members of the covenant have with God, but it was always understood in a way that was appropriate to the sovereignty of God the Creator and Redeemer.
Besides the clear reports about prayer in the early church, there are other indirect references to them. Galatians 4:6 and Romans 8:15 may refer to the time in worship when believers confessed God as Father and approached him in prayer through Jesus Christ. The use of "amen" ("so be it," or "truly") was common in the Old Testament and was certainly appropriate in the church as well, for the custom in the synagogue and the church was for people to use it to express in faith their agreement with the prayer just said (1 Cor. 14:16; 2 Cor. 1:20; Rev. 3:14). Another prayer from the Psalms that was commonly used in Israel's festivals is "Hosanna." It was taken over by the church because of its connection to Christ. "Hosanna" simply means "Save [us] now we pray" (Matt. 21:15; Ps. 118:25). This soon was added to other Hebrew forms, such as "Hallelu- yah," to become more of an expression of praise, although it never lost its meaning as the most important prayer anyone could pray. Even for the believer it is still valid as a prayer for the final deliverance. Along this line there is also the old prayer "Marana tha," "Come, 0 Lord" (1 Cor. 16:22; cf. Rev. 22:20; Didache 10:6).
The model prayer that Jesus gave to his disciples, commonly known as the Lord's Prayer, has become the most important prayer in Christian liturgy-at least the best known.63 A careful reading of the prayer will show the proper perspective in prayer: we are the needy and the sinful, and he is the provider and sustainer; the glory and the honor belong to him, and the submission and dependence are ours. To forget this in praying is to reduce the Lord to a servant who must do our bidding. The spiritual "posture" of prayer is humility and submission; and the words of prayer are asking, not commanding. Moreover, this prayer reminds us that we are a community: it uses the pronouns "our" and "we," not "me" or "I." Its use is not limited to an assembly; but its use must make us mindful that we are part of a community with shared needs, expectations, and responsibilities. And the wording and the requests included in this prayer draw upon the prayers and the experiences of the Israelites and transfer them into the new life of faith in the Messiah .14
The prayer begins with the address, "Our Father in heaven" (Matt. 6:9). The wording is clearly designed for us, for Jesus always used either "the Father" or "my Father." The pronoun reminds us at the outset that we are a community, a family, that we all have one Father (cf. Mal. 1:6; 2:10). To call God "Father" is basic to the faith; the use of this figure contains at least three important ideas that are essential for praying. First, to call God "Father" is to refer to him as the Sovereign Lord and Creator. In the literature of ancient Canaan, the high god was referred to as the father of the gods, meaning he was sovereign over them. No other word would have stressed the Lord's sovereignty.65 To use the word Father in praying is to acknowledge that God produced everything by himself and is therefore absolutely sovereign over it all. And since God sustains his creation, everything in it is totally dependent on him for life.
Second, the title "Father" is covenant language. Israel in the old covenant was called God's son (Exod. 4:22-23; Hos. 11:1); the king in the Davidic covenant is called God's son (2 Sam. 7:14; Ps. 2:7); and in the church believers are the children of God and thus God is our Father (John 1:12-13). Prayer, then, is to the Lord of the covenant by the covenant community.
Third, to call God "Father" is to use the language of a family relationship. Because we have been declared to be his children by adoption, we can come boldly and openly before the throne of grace with all our petitions, knowing that as a father pities his children, so the Lord pities us-and loves us, and cares for us, and is intimately aware of each of us personally.66 But in calling God "Father" there is one important qualification: he is our Father in heaven. The title "Father" cannot be reduced to mean what we know from our human fathers; our heavenly Father is God-there is no fault or failure with him, no abuse or abandonment from him, only all that a father should be. He is God described with a human term "father"; he is not a human father who is called God.
The Lord's Prayer itself can be divided into two parts: the first three requests are for the culmination of God's glorious plan of the ages, and the last three (or four) are for our needs in the meantime.67 The first request is for God's name to be hallowed, or sanctified. This prayer draws upon the passage in Ezekiel 36:16-36. Because of sin the people had been sent into captivity, and it looked like God had abandoned them, or was unable to deliver them-it looked like his reputation (name) was no good. But in spite of their sin, God promised to fulfill his word for his name's sake. He will rescue his reputation and prove himself sovereign and trustworthy. When the Lord appears and fulfills all the promises that he has made, then everyone will know that he is not weak or indifferent, that he does not lie and fill us with false hopes, but that he is the holy God and his name will be holy. It is that for which we pray. But in praying for that, we should be reminded that we are also to sanctify the name of the Lord in everything we do so that no shame or discredit comes to the faith through us.
The second request-that God's kingdom will come-falls right into line with the first. This appeal focuses directly on the consummation of the ages, for although the kingdom of God is here in Christ in one form, it is not yet fully what God intends it to be (Heb. 1:8-9). It is true that day by day people enter his kingdom and his reign is extended. But this prayer, and the prayers of the early church, focus on the coming of the Lord and his great kingdom. That is why it is worded "your kingdom come." This request, then, is for the coming of the Lord, who will come to judge the world and establish his reign of righteousness and peace. Prayer always has this element of eschatological hope.
The third request is for God's will to be done on earth as it is in heaven. This too looks forward to the culmination of God's program when God's righteous demands will be fulfilled. It is true that the will of the Lord is being fulfilled on earth in a number of ways now-but not as it is in heaven. The eternal plan of God, begun in Paradise but interrupted by sin and death, will yet find its fulfillment in the new heaven and earth. Of course praying for this should also remind the people of God that they should be doing his will if they are praying for it. God's will now appears to be thwarted constantly by sinfulness, but that will end.
The remaining requests are for the shared needs of the people of God as they await the consummation. The first is for daily bread, that is, sufficient provision for daily needs (using the description of the daily manna in Exod. 16).68 It is hard for people living in an affluent culture to see the urgency of this request, but they should be reminded of Israel's folly in forgetting God (Dent. 8). They must not take for granted what they have. To pray for it daily is to maintain faith and reliance on God day by day; to pray for it at all is to acknowledge dependence on him.
The next requests are linked by conjunctions, as if to say that receiving daily provisions for life is not enough. After all, one must not live by bread alone (Dent. 8:3). So we have "Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors" (Matt. 6:12). The wording recognizes that we all owe a debt of gratitude to God for the forgiveness of sin. It is natural, then, for people who have been forgiven to adopt the spirit of forgiveness toward one another.69 For people to refuse to forgive someone else is to play the role of God, to act as if they had not needed forgiveness themselves. Jesus seems to be saying that there is no forgiveness for those who are unforgiving, because they do not understand the first thing about forgiveness. If they pray for forgiveness but do not forgive others, their prayer is hypocritical because they do not have a humble and contrite heart. And we know what God thinks of that. The point is that the need for forgiveness is the primary constant that binds believers together into a community. Christians are the forgiven, and the forgiving-or should be!
One of the most meaningful and necessary prayers in worship is the confession of sin. Some congregations encourage times of silent confession, while others have a few set confessions in the liturgy; but others ignore it entirely, thinking that it is not necessary for Christians. When the matter of the believer's sin is not dealt with properly, people will have a poor understanding of the seriousness of sin with regard to worship and service and fellowship and a diminished appreciation for the grace of God.
It would be wonderful if everyone knew how to pray such confessions and knew the Scriptures that assure forgiveness, but they do not. So down through history the church has written prayers of confession based on the penitential psalms to help people think through the wording and use and build on it. The problem with such prayers is that they are often used without explanation and with no time provided to think about what is being said. If they are used properly, they can be most beneficial for the spiritual life. When the confession is made, the people also need to be assured that God has forgiven them. Human ministers do not have the power to forgive sins, but they do have the responsibility to declare the words of forgiveness that God has given. People need that, for when they have guilty fears, they do not feel very confident. They need to know that there is a constant provision for forgiveness in the blood of Christ. They need not wait until Sunday to confess their sins, but the worship service is the appropriate place to remind people of their need to maintain their spiritual relationship with the Lord and to assure them of the Lord's forgiveness. But we must be clear: if there is genuine repentance and confession, then the sin is gone, off the record, forgotten as it were. God will not bring it up again, not in this life or the life to come." That is certainly reason for praise and thanksgiving, especially as we approach the Lord's Table to celebrate communion with him and with one another.
The evidence from the Bible and the literature on the early church attests to the widespread use of prayers in worship. We will see more of this material in the next section on the Lord's Supper, but it will be worthwhile making a few observations here.
First, God expects his people to pray with holiness and faith. Paul called for prayer to be given with "holy hands, without wrath and doubting" (1 Tim. 2:8 NKJV). And Peter even warned that difficulties between husbands and wives might hinder prayers being answered (1 Peter 3:7; cf. Mal. 2:13-14). It is the prayers of the righteous that are most effectual.
Second, powerful prayers are filled with expressions of confidence in the Lord. The psalmists even rehearsed the praise they would give once the prayer was answered. In their prayers people need to build their confidence and strengthen the faith of others by including descriptions of who the Lord is and what he can do. By doing this the one praying will also be more likely to pray according to the revealed will of God.
Third, in worship services set prayers draw the entire congregation into the time of prayer. They give worshippers the opportunity to pray when otherwise they might not (either because of ignorance or inexperience).' If set prayers are prayed with conviction and supplemented with personal and spontaneous prayers, they can be a powerful way of uniting the church in prayer.
Fourth, such prepared prayers provide a wonderful opportunity to teach people how to address God, how to confess sin as a believer, how to use Scripture in prayer, and how to appeal to the will of God. They incor porate biblical doctrine as the foundation for the prayer and include the proper motivations. Accordingly, they will help people to see that the goal of praying is to seek God's will in their lives. As Ralph Martin says, "Prayer `succeeds' when it melts into commitment and obedience; it fails when it is treated as a recital of our needs and an attempt to force God to act."73
It will take a transformation of worship in most churches before prayer becomes an integral part of the service and not just an obligatory token. But the inspiration for this will come only with a renewed vision of the Lord of glory and the importance of being in communion with him.
The Table of the Lord in the Worship of the Early Church
The Breaking of the Bread
The text of Acts 2:46 makes it clear that the "breaking of the bread" was done with great joy. The disciples remembered that Jesus had said that he would not drink with them again until the kingdom; and now they had seen the risen Christ break bread with them. So by continuing the ritual of the Last Supper, the followers of Christ celebrated the presence of the risen Christ with anticipation of the glorious union in the kingdom. Only the resurrection faith with the hope of glory can explain the great celebration that characterized their observance of the ordinance-this was no routine ritual for them. Moreover, the expectation of the Lord's imminent return probably prompted them to celebrate daily, an expectation inspired by the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.
It appears that the early believers combined their common fellowship meals with the celebration of the "breaking of the bread." Or, in other words, the eucharist at first was a part of the agape or "love" meal. The evidence for this comes from hints in Scripture as well as from later extrabiblical witnesses to early worship. For example, Paul says that in Corinth the wealthier members disregarded the rest, beginning to eat before the others arrived, and that certain members went to excess in the ceremonial rite, perhaps confusing the two meals (1 Cor. 11). Paul insisted that they all eat together, for the spiritual character of the meal was far more important than the social character. A shared common meal was a natural occasion for fellowship and perhaps necessary when persecution began; and it was easy to add the ritual of the breaking of the bread at the beginning and the drinking of the cup at the end to put the focus on worship.
Eating together had always been recognized as the quintessential sign of fellowship. To eat together spoke of peace, of common interests, and of shared possessions. So as the early Christians broke bread together, they carried on the table fellowship that some of them had enjoyed with Jesus. The communal meal was the occasion for continuing fellowship together, but the Communion meal included in it reminded them of Christ and the inauguration of the new covenant. In this sense the Emmaus story is probably exemplary. They came in to eat the regular meal together, but because Jesus was there it included the more significant Communion aspects-it was all very different from an ordinary meal.
Acts 20:7-11 also may provide a glimpse of early Christian eucharistic fellowship. People came together on the first day of the week to break bread, and Paul spoke to them late into the night. After the episode with Eutychus, Paul broke bread and ate and then continued to talk a long while-until daybreak. From this it may be concluded that the early Christians, many Gentiles as well as Jews, on occasion may have continued their services on the Saturday well into the evening (sundown marking the beginning of the first day of the week)." Then, early in the morning on Sunday the breaking of the bread would celebrate the Lord's resurrection. Gradually, the Sunday morning service became predominant for the celebration of the meal, especially as the agape meal ceased or lost its urgency.
Throughout the Epistles there are hints that the early church included a sermon with the breaking of the bread (Acts 20), which would be comparable to the inclusion of apostolic teaching mentioned in Acts 2. The general prayers of 1 Timothy 2:1-2 and 8 could have been part of the service, since Acts 2 also refers to prayers. And Scripture reading, at least the apostolic letters (Col. 4:16), would have no better setting than this assembly. Moreover, some blessings, doxologies, creeds, and hymns probably formed a part of the meal-service, just as they had with Passover.
More details of early worship emerge from the book of Revelation. Some parts of Revelation have been cast in the forms of worship, much in the manner that the Psalms and prophets drew on temple imagery. For example, in the description of the setting of Revelation 4-5 the throne corresponds to the bishop's chair and the seats of the elders to those of the presbyters on either side of the bishop. The Lamb of course would be the reality behind the communal bread and wine, the book, the gospel text, and the refrains the early Christian hymns (Sanctus in 4:8 and the Amen in 5:14). John is disclosing for us the pattern for the worship that was being developed by the apostles out of Israel's divinely given institutions. In those institutions there was a foretaste of worship in glory; the church now could see the pattern more clearly. This confirms that the type of service known from the second century had been taking shape in the first.
Apostolic Instructions
We have noted so far that the "breaking of the bread" became the central ceremonial part of Christian worship, that it was the cause of great joy, and that it was very early joined with apostolic teaching.
This problem, as well as others, made it obvious that there had to be people to oversee worship. Thus the apostolic instruction for church order included an "overseer" (episkopos is often translated "bishop"), "elders" (presbuteros), and "deacons" (diakonos). But even though these were there to ensure proper service, Paul is silent on who actually should lead the communion meal or say the appropriate words. Certainly, if an apostle like Paul were present, he would be expected to lead the service. In Antioch there were prophets and teachers who were leading the ritual for the church there (Acts 13:1-3). From the time of Ignatius (A.D. 110), the overseer customarily presided over the celebration and gave the consecratory prayers. In his absence he would appoint one of the elders to oversee the rite. Deacons by this time received the communal offerings and served the meal, even to the sick and the absent. We also learn from Didache 15 and 1 Clement 44:4 that it was the overseer who conducted the eucharistic meal, offering the gifts and saying the thanksgiving. So it seems that very early the leading of corporate worship, that is, directing the official apostolic teaching and overseeing the communal meal, was reserved for the properly authorized overseer or elders, to be assisted by deacons and deaconesses.
Communal Worship
The words communion and communal worship sometimes slip by us without impressing on us their deep significance. Communal worship goes hand in hand with communal living. We see this most powerfully exhibited in Acts 4:32-37, which describes the believers as united and sharing what they had with one another. Some, like Barnabas, sold what they had and gave the proceeds to the apostles for the needs of the community. This is true communal living, or community, or what we call fellowship. The text makes it clear that it is a result of the control of the Spirit of God.79 Communion, or fellowship, refers to what we share in Christ, or because of Christ. It may refer to sharing our possessions; or it may refer to sharing in the sufferings of Christ. The point for worship is that if this communion is not in place, then celebrating the ritual of Holy Communion will be hollow-unless the celebration of Holy Communion reminds us of our covenant responsibilities to each other and changes the way we live.80
For more specific information about Christian communal worship in the early church, we must look to the witnesses in the second century. While this material is removed some decades from any apostolic presence, it does reveal a continuity with and development of what was done earlier.
The clearest information on the Christian communal worship comes from Justin Martyr's description of the church in Rome of A.D. 150.82 The Sunday service began with the reading of the Scriptures. The overseer ("president" for Gentiles) then delivered a sermon while seated in a chair, which was the manner of the synagogue (Luke 4:20). After he finished, the people stood, some with outstretched arms, and offered prayers. They may have been long intercessions like those in 1 Clement 59 (A.D. 110) but with the Roman liturgy. A deacon would call for prayer on a subject, individuals would then pray silently, and then the bishop would sum up the prayers on that matter (a "collect"). Sometimes, if not always, the prayers would be intoned. The prayers would end with an enthusiastic "Amen" from the congregation (Justin describes it as "shout in applause"). "Amen" came to mean more than "so be it," because Paul had said that Christ is the "Amen" to all the promises of God (cf. 2 Cor. 1:20). The kiss of peace followed the prayers (in Oriental practice men would not kiss women) and expressed the fellowship that they shared as members of the body of Christ.
The Eucharist celebration concluded the service. The offering of bread and wine was taken up (believers bringing the elements). After the deacons arranged these gifts on the table, the bishop offered the prayer of consecration, a series of thanksgivings for Creation," redemption, and deliverance from evil. The prayer was to be prayed to the best of his ability (apparently it was not a set prayer at this time) and could be extended. The people would respond with "Amen." Within the time of the thanksgiving, there was a dialogue between leader and people modeled after the Jewish dialogue before grace. It probably concerned the institution of the Lord's Supper.84 After the appropriate words had been said, the deacons served communion to the people (standing before the table). The deacons would then take portions of it to those who were absent.
The three emphases of the celebration were (and are) offering, remembrance, and communion. The idea of the bread and wine being an offering draws on the nature of the death of the sacrifice as an offering for sin against the background of the Old Testament. The early Christians brought bread and wine for the communal meal to signify that the basis of their acceptance by God was the body and blood of Christ; Clement (A.D. 110), Justin (A.D. 150), and Hippolytus (A.D. 235) all called it an offering. The worshipper brings it in submission to the Lord, the deacon presented it to the overseer, and the overseer offered it with the prayers of thanksgiving. Didache 14:2-3 (A.D. 100) first called it a sacrifice, perhaps incorporating the terminology of Hebrews 13:15-16 for the "sacrifice of praise," or 1 Peter 2:5 for the "spiritual sacrifices." At any rate, the early church conducted the Last Supper on the order of a Passover, and they saw it altogether appropriate to incorporate the language of Passover in it.
The Development of the Liturgy
The words that are said with ritual and the acts that are done must be precise and meaningful. Therefore, in the early church the Lord's Supper was described and clarified by a developed liturgy.
This word liturgy is a perfectly good biblical word and need not be avoided as something foreign to historic Christianity. The noun is leito- urgia, literally "the work of the people"; it means a service or a ministry. The related verb means "to minister" or "to serve." In Acts 13:2 the verb form is used to describe the church's worship: they were "ministering" to the Lord and fasting.86 The New Testament uses these words for various aspects of Christian service: for giving money for the poor (Rom. 15:27; 2 Cor. 9:12), the ministry of the people (Phil. 2:17), and the service of carrying an apostolic message (Phil. 2:25). It is no surprise, then, that the early church used the word liturgy for the worship and service of God by the people and in time developed prayers and blessings to guide that worship.
A study of the liturgies of the early church reveals some common features that were not only appropriate for the celebration but also quite biblical. The most complete liturgy maybe found in The Apostolic Tradition by Hippolytus, but other sources supplement our understanding of the development of the liturgy.
The entire service is a dramatization of the Lord's own Last Supper, with the addition of Christianized blessings and responses. At its core are the details of the drama in the Upper Room. The first part of the early liturgies dramatizes the fact that the celebration is a symbol of the offering ("he took"). All the people readied themselves and presented the offering of bread and wine, which the overseer offered to the Lord as a thanksgiving in remembrance of Christ. By the fourth century a ceremonial washing of the hands was included according to Cyril (from Ps. 26:6). The practice of the offering and the washing were dropped by the Reformers, probably because of the way the church had changed their meanings.
The entire celebration was characterized by giving thanks ("he blessed"). The church got away from the Jewish blessings given at the Passover and developed a Christian blessing." The first part of Communion liturgy was the dialogue. It began with the sursum corda (named after the first line; Hippolytus). This opening dialogue stresses that true worship takes place in the heavenlies (Eph. 2:6-7), and the bidding of the congregation to lift up their hearts calls for them to ascend to that realm in their spirits (Rev. 4-5). The development of liturgies took place over the first few centuries, and so it is difficult to know what was said in the earliest periods (as it was with synagogue worship). But Christians knew that words had to be proclaimed with the ritual, and so to guarantee that the right words, the best words, were said, they formed their various prayers and narratives. Some of the earliest pieces had this kind of service:
Then came the preface, a brief proclamation as to why thanksgiving is to be offered. Hippolytus's preface was brief: "We render to you, 0 God, through your beloved Son Jesus Christ, whom in the last times you sent to us as Savior, Redeemer, and Angel of your will." The preface of John Chrysostom (A.D. 380) is much longer:
Then came the sanctus, the response of the congregation (taken from Isa. 6:3; Rev. 4:8; and the Psalter). By responding with this, the congregation joins the heavenly assembly in singing eternal praise.
Finally, the congregation was led in the prayer of thanksgiving. Once again more elaborate prayers come from the Eastern churches, but this sample from Hippolytus will serve:
And when he was betrayed to voluntary suffering that he might destroy death, and break the bonds of the devil, and tread down hell, and shine upon the righteous, and fix the limit, and manifest the resurrection ...
Then came the breaking of the bread ("he broke"); it had first served as a means of distribution, but also took on the meaning of Christ's broken body. This part of the liturgy began with the narrative, which is simply the repeating of the words of Jesus from the Gospel account. Hippolytus continues, recording the early form:
The more detailed memorial was used instead to help the worshippers in their remembrance of Christ. The Apostolic Constitutions (A.D. 375) records:
The "memorial" activates the event in the past so that it is a present experience in its effects.88 It was not simply a mental act of remembering; it was a present proclamation of the reality of Christ's sacrifice and a dramatic reenactment of receiving Christ; it was a means of calling to mind the stipulations of the covenant-a call to service as it were.
Then came the epiclesis, the prayer for the empowerment by the Holy Spirit. Hippolytus has:
This led into intercession. In the West the full intercession came earlier in the service, with only the Lord's Prayer being said here. In the Eastern church a full intercession is included here, because here the congregation is at the throne of God in their worship. After the intercession the breaking of the bread took place in a way for all to see and to hear.
With the blessings, narratives, and breaking of the bread completed, the elements were distributed to the worshippers ("he gave"). The early church followed the pattern of Christ in the Upper Room; the minister handed the bread and the cup to each person and said either the exact words or a paraphrase of them. The Apostolic Constitutions records this:
This, of course, is the heart of the Communion. Paul said, "Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ? And is not the bread that we break a participation in the body of Christ?" (1 Cor. 10:16). Giving the elements personally to the worshipper and speaking personally to the worshipper the words of Christ, followed by the worshipper's eating the bread and drinking the wine, heightened the great spiritual effect of the moment.
For the conclusion, the benediction was inspired by the high priestly benediction of Numbers 6:22-27, the one that Aaron pronounced after the sacrificial blood had been presented to God on behalf of the worshipper. But in the new covenant the wording of the blessing changed to become clearly Trinitarian:
The recessional hymn was one of great joy and celebration, a triumphant shout of "alleluia" and "amen." The early church used such pieces as "Lamb of God," modeled after "the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world" (John 1:29). With the end of the service the people would go forth to fulfill their service of the Lord, inspired by the Word and the Eucharist.
Faithful Obedience
It should be clear by now that true worship leads to a life of faith and obedience. It is the purpose of worship, on the human side, to inspire faith and devotion to the Lord, not just for an hour, but for the whole week and for the whole life. This was the emphasis of the preaching of the prophets and the teaching of Jesus and the apostles; and this emphasis was based on the significance of worship as a covenant renewal, a ritual that not only celebrated the blessings that God has bestowed on his people through Christ but also reminded the people of their own covenant responsibilities.
At the heart of faithful obedience is personal holiness and righteousness. True worship has no place for gossip, slander, malice, envy, strife, control, or any other sin that destroys worship. Our celebration of being at peace with God must issue in living in peace with other believers. Our covenant obligations do not stop with our purging out the leaven from our lives. There is a positive side of righteousness that calls for action. If the church claims to be worshipping but has no interest in helping the poor and the homeless, the widow and the orphan, the oppressed and the foreigner, or in championing justice and equity in society, then the worship is empty. And if the worship does not prompt the work of evangelism and missions, or simply sharing the faith, then the worship has not been led by the Spirit of God. With these and many other serious matters we may test whether worship has fully achieved what God has designed it to achieve.
In many worship services the hour ends with a dismissal along the lines of "Go in peace to love and serve the Lord." This is followed by a time of silent prayer, presumably to allow individuals the opportunity to make commitments and decisions. But who gives it much thought? Maybe something more specific, more in line with what has just happened in the service, could be said at that moment.
Conclusion
The Eucharist, Communion, or the Lord's Supper, is the central act of Christian worship. It is the celebration of communion with the risen Christ and the true fellowship of the saints. Every Christian group observes it at different times, and every Christian group has liturgy of some kind in order to make it part of the worship."9 But every congregation must be constantly seeking ways to make sure that it is the meaningful and powerful part of worship it was intended to be.
There is no need at this point to offer suggestions on how to celebrate Communion or how to explain it; there is a good deal of literature on this aspect of the subject. But there are some additional observations that can be made that often fall by the wayside.
First, the observance of Communion should lead to celebration; it may start with solemn meditation, self-examination, and prayer; but it should end with triumphant joy and praising. Since opportunities for individual biblical praise are missing in most worship services, this could be one of the best times for it, especially when it comes at the end of the service.
Second, this is a holy meal. Therefore, the church must impress this fact on the people by the way it is observed. The time should not be trivi alized or abbreviated so that proper attention cannot be given to the rite. The words and the elements should not be made commonplace or popular so that the uniqueness of it is lost. And inappropriate music and conversations should be avoided because this can divert the meditation.
Third, liturgy is important for the Communion because the extemporaneous words offered in many services run the risk of being incomplete or inaccurate. Churches need not allow the words to become an empty formula, however; there are so many liturgies available that have been in use for centuries and are sound and rich that there is no reason for churches to limit themselves in worship.
Fourth, if Holy Communion is properly explained and spiritually observed, then the sound doctrine it has always conveyed will strengthen the faith of the people and provide an excellent opportunity for the church to clarify the gospel.
Fifth, if the church is properly taught along the way, then all the words of Communion will be effectual in transforming believers' lives. One part that has been all but ignored over the years is the full meaning of doing this in remembrance of Christ, that is, as an occasion for renewing commitments to fulfill covenant obligations. That alone should prompt the church to become a vital Christian community and a living witness to the world.
Conclusion
for
Part 8
Too MANY CHRISTIANS HAVE settled into a familiar routine called worship; they are not comfortable with change, and they are afraid to do things that might look like what other denominations do. But worship is one of those aspects of the Christian faith that must continue to grow and flourish, or it will cease to have the dynamic impact it can have on believers who must cope with life in this world. There is no reason for individual congregations to change everything they have been doing; but there is every reason for all congregations to evaluate everything they are doing to see how they can do it better. And the test for this evaluation is how well the worship activities transform the lives of believers for service in this life and fit them for glory.
There is no need to reiterate here all the things that Jesus and the apostles taught and all the ways that the early church tried to develop biblical and meaningful worship. All that remains to be said here is what James said to the early church: "Be doers of the word, and not hearers only" (James 1:22 NKJV). To assist us in finding more and more ways to do what pleases God, God has given us a revelation of things to come, and especially a revelation of what worship will be like when we actually enter into the presence of our holy Lord.
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Introduction
GOD, BY HIS GRACE, HAS GIVEN his people a final revelation of glory. It is a vision that we desperately need as we find our way through the confusion of this age and prepare for the dark days that will fall upon our world before the coming of Christ in glory. It is possible when reading the book of Revelation to get caught up in the drama on earth, the raging of the forces of evil against the kingdom of God and the fantastic judgments that fall upon them. But to focus primarily on those things is to miss a most significant part of the prophecy, namely, the vision of the fulfillment of God's plan of redemption in glory.' After all, it is the vision of glory that inspires the people of God to persevere in their faith, even at the cost of their lives should that become necessary.' When believers fix their thoughts on things that are eternal, then they are able to keep everything in proper perspective.
But this glimpse of glory also inspires and directs the people of God in their worship here on earth.' As we read these passages, it will become clearer and clearer how worship on earth foreshadows heavenly worship. We do not have to be in the midst of Roman persecutions like the early church to appreciate the value of being lifted out of this world in our spirits to realms above. To lift up our hearts to that transcendent glory for even a moment will have a definite impact on the way we worship. If we even begin to comprehend the risen Christ in all his glory, or faintly hear the heavenly choirs that surround the throne with their anthems of praise, or imagine what life in the presence of the Lord will be like, then we can never again be satisfied with worship as usual. We will always be striving to make our worship fit for glory; and we will always be aware that our efforts, no matter how good and noble, are still of this world and not yet of that one.'
Accordingly, we must appreciate that there are several major differences between worship in glory and worship below. For example, in heaven worshippers are in the actual presence of God-they are caught up in the fullness of his glory and respond to that presence with undiminished joy. But here for now, for the most part, we have to rely on the written records of past visions and appearances and on our spiritual perceptions of God's mystical presence. Frequently God reveals his presence in miraculous ways, but it is not glory. Another difference with worship in heaven is that it is with pure angelic choirs and glorified saints. Here on earth it is hard to imagine what worship would be like without human frailties and pride hindering it, but that will be glory. This reminds us of yet another difference. Worshippers in heaven can give themselves completely to praise and adoration, because a number of aspects of worship that belong to this life will no longer be present-confession of sin, prayers of the people, and exhortations to combat evil, avoid idolatry and hypocrisy, pursue righteous living, develop evangelistic endeavors, and address pain and suffering in the world. So the revelation of worship in heaven has been given to us, not only to inform us of how good it will be, but also to remind us of what worship must still do here on earth.
Although there are differences, worship in glory will continue the basic aspects of worship that have been present from the very beginningand perfect them. First, for example, worship is the response to divine revelation. In the book of Revelation, from the initial vision of Christ in glory to the acclamations that he is worthy of praise because he created everything and has redeemed his creation, every living creature responds appropriately and perfectly. Christ's glorious works were revealed before, but in glory they are displayed with a reality and clarity that has never been witnessed on earth.
Moreover, each new act of worship is a response to something new that God does. At each step of the way in the consummation of the ages-the taking of the scroll (5:9), the breaking of the seal (8:1), the sounding of the trumpet (11:15),5 or the casting down of Satan (12:10)-there is a response of amazement and adoration. And it builds through the book to the grand climax when Babylon is overthrown (18:20) and all the multitudes and heavenly hosts acclaim God's power and dominion (19:1-5). Then, there follows the sound of the great multitude, like the roar of rushing waters and loud peals of thunder, shouting "Hallelujah," because the wedding of the Lamb has come (19:6-8). In the book of Revelation, the things that the LORD does are truly beyond human comprehension; he fulfills all of his promises and creates a new heaven and a new earth, so that the celebration of God's work in the heavenly Paradise far exceeds that which occurred at the creation of the earthly one. In short, the worshipful responses of God's creatures in heaven transcend anything imaginable on earth.
Another aspect of worship is that it is a communal activity.' Whether it is the letters to the churches, or the souls under the altar, or the thousands who fall before the Lord, worshippers are portrayed as united in one body from every nation, tribe, and tongue on earth, proclaiming greater praise and devotion than is possible here below.
Third, worship in glory still involves the whole person. We do not know what all the circumstances will be like in glory, but it is obvious that worship is not simply an act of the spirit or the mind but also of glorified bodies responding to God's presence. People may choose not to kneel or bow in worship here, for example, but there they will fall on their faces before him in deep humility and reverence. The heavenly scenes of worship are very lively, with trumpets blasting, people shouting and praising and singing, and a number of dramatic acts being carried out in the celebration of communion with the living Lord. In addition, Revelation communicates with familiar symbols-altars, lavers, scrolls, lamps, and the like, as well as with elements like fire and wind and blood.' Sounds, posture, dramatic ritual, and symbols are all an important part of Christian worship because they reflect the patterns of the spiritual reality in the heavenly sanctuary.
With this involvement of the whole person, glorified and perfected by the blood of Christ, participation will be fully in communion with all the saints and angels, as indeed it must now be. And that communal worship will focus on the Lord, the one who created everything by his will and has redeemed us for himself. In that realm not a word that he speaks will be ignored or left unfulfilled, and not an act that he performs will pass without his creatures marveling at such wonders and spontaneously acclaiming his surpassing glory. Thus should it be here below; thus must it be.
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The Vision of Christ in Glory
Because the last book in the Bible is the revelation of Jesus Christ, he has the preeminence throughout. Fittingly, after the brief prologue and the salutation, John begins with a doxology:
To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood, and has made us to be a kingdom of priests' to serve his God and Fatherto him be glory and power for ever and ever! Amen. (Rev. 1:5b-6)
Then John adds a short acclamation:
Look, he is coming with the clouds 4
and every eye shall see him,
even those who pierced him;
and all the peoples of the earth will mourn because of him.
(Rev. 1:7)
What John, or perhaps the early church, has done is combine Daniel 7:13, Zechariah 12:10, and Matthew 24:30 in a paean of praise.' The significance of the acclamation is absolutely clear-if the risen Christ is coming and everyone will see him, then he ought to be the focus of our devotion and service now!'
This opening doxology and acclamation is followed by a magnificent but terrifying revelation of Christ in glory. John was in the spirit on the Lord's Day,' the first day of the week, when he heard a loud voice, turned, and saw the vision of the Lord9 among the seven10 golden lampstands.11
[He was] "like a son of man," dressed in a robe reaching down to his feet and with a golden sash around his chest. His head and hair were white like wool, as white as snow, and his eyes were like blazing fire. His feet were like bronze glowing in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of rushing waters. In his right hand he held seven stars, and out of his mouth came a sharp doubleedged sword. His face was like the sun shining in all its brilliance. (Rev. 1:13b-16)
In the revelation Christ is "like a son of man"13 (cf. Dan. 7:13), a description of the Messiah as a human figure, but in view of the setting, both here and in Daniel, it is one of a supernatural being in human form. The fact that his face was shining like the sun and his head and hair were pure white is evidence of his incomparable divinity in human form. It reveals that Jesus who walked on earth is the immortal and eternal God of glory. Thus, he must be worshipped.
His eyes were like blazing fire, penetrating and consuming in their knowledge and perception. His voice was strong and powerful, like rushing waters; and from his mouth his word, like a two-edged sword, was able to divide between soul and spirit and cut to the heart. And his feet, like bronze glowing in a furnace, were ready to tread the winepress of the wrath of God. All of this reveals him as the righteous judge of the whole earth (see Gen. 18:25; John 5:22).
John was completely overcome by the vision. But Jesus set his heart at ease with comfortable words: "Do not be afraid" (Rev. 1:17). With these words the Lord turned his terror into adoration.14 This revelation is a reminder that the key to time is eternity, that human life finds its meaning and destiny only in the reality of glory, for Christ declared, "I am the First and the Last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and Hades" (Rev. 1:17b-18).
Without the vision of Christ in glory, our worship, in fact our faith, would be impoverished and easily threatened." From time to time God has allowed people to catch a glimpse of this glorious scene in order to enliven their faith and devotion. Moses saw the glory of the LORD on Sinai. Isaiah saw the LORD enthroned in glory and surrounded by angelic choirs. Ezekiel also saw the heavenly throne guarded by the cherubim. Daniel witnessed the Son of Man receiving the kingdom from the Ancient of Days in the heavenly court. And some of the disciples beheld his glory at the transfiguration. But now John peered into the realms of glory, and there as clear as could be was the risen and glorified Christ, assuring the churches of his sovereign care.
Because of the power and the glory of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, all our adoration and praise and thanksgiving and devotion belongs to him. It is such revelations of the heavenly glories that fill us with hope and inspire uplifting worship.
The Vision of the Heavenly Choirs
If there is any doubt that worship is celebration, the description of the angels and saints in heaven joyfully praising the one who is worthy should dispel it.16 What it comes down to is this: To the degree that we see the God of glory as real and worthy of praise, we shall be prepared to participate fully in true celebration; and to the degree that we appreciate the redemption that we have in his blood, we shall respond with enthusiastic thanksgiving and praise."
The Throne of God
In the Spirit John was transported to the heavenly court before the throne of God (Rev. 4:1-2).18 Of the one who sat on the throne, Scott says,
His presence scintillating with the brilliance of a diamond, glowing like a carnelian, with the concentrated redness of a furnace, and yet overarched with fresh and living green as of an emerald. Blinding brilliancy, the glowing of a consuming fire, the soft radiance of rainbow promise, these were the contrasted elements in the impression made upon the heart of the seer by the vision of Him who sat upon the throne.19
From the throne came flashes oflightning, rumblings and peals ofthun- der. And in this heavenly realm there were seven blazing lamps, which are the seven spirits (or sevenfold Spirit) of God.20 Before the throne there was a sea of glass, clear as crystal. It reflects the creation of the waters in Genesis, which were also represented by the "sea" in the temple that symbolized the LORD'S control over nature. So under God's sovereign dominion, the sea is not chaotic but calm and untroubled.
The vision of such things in the heavenly realm was intended to intensify the impression of the reality of God's sovereign rule over all creation. The spontaneous response to this vision is the great anthem of praise that is the climax of the chapter.
Revelation 4 and 5 corresponds to some of the earliest forms of Christian worship." According to the Didache, Sunday became the day of liturgy, characterized by the public reading of Scriptures, as well as letters and documents, and the delivery of a homily interspersed with singing and doxologies. That was inspired in part, no doubt, by John's experience of being drawn into heavenly worship.22 The pattern is as follows:" first there was the invitation to participate ("Come up here," 4:1);24 then, after a description of the setting that John enters, there was the singing of the trisagion (4:8);25 this was followed with a brief ascription of praise to God as the Creator of all things (4:11) with the participants prostrating themselves before him. Then the scroll was brought forth to be opened by the one who reveals the whole plan of God (5:1-7),26 more prayers were offered with praise psalms interspersed (5:8-10),27 followed by the congregational response with appropriate versicles concerning the worthiness of Christ (5:12). Finally the congregation and the angelic hosts together sang the great doxology to God and to his Christ, concluding with the choral "Amen" of the living creatures (5:13-14). Worship would be greatly enhanced if more churches followed this heavenly pattern.
Worship at the Throne of God
In the fourth and fifth chapters of Revelation, there are five hymns sung by heavenly choirs.28 The first two are addressed to God, the next two to the Lamb, and the last to both. Also, from hymn to hymn the choirs become larger and larger, building to the climax when every creature sings to God and to the Lamb.
The Praise of the Four Creatures
In recording the praise and glory in the presence of God almighty, John focuses on four living creatures, angelic beings (Rev. 4:6b-9).29 Day and night they never stop saying:
Once again the response to the awesome presence of God is the ascription of holiness to him-three times, as in Isaiah's vision (Isa. 6:1-3). Their praise is fitting for the Lord God almighty, for there is no one like him in power, and there is no one like him in eternity, for he was, and is, and is to come. If angels constantly proclaim God's unique power in his past, present, and future activities, then how much more should we who benefit from them!
The Acclamation of the Twenty-Four Elders
Whenever the four living creatures give glory and honor to God who sits on the throne and who lives for ever and ever, twenty-four elders fall down and worship him.30 These elders are distinguished from saints in the book and thus may well be another order of heavenly beings (see Isa. 24:23). Whoever they are, their worshipful response is exemplary:
With such praise, humility and submission are indispensable: when these high orders sing their praise to God, they fall before him and relinquish all their honor to him. No one can acclaim God to be worthy of all glory, honor, and power and yet cling to one's own bit of honor and power, no matter how well deserved it may be.
The Praise of Saints and Angels
In chapter 5 the focus of praise is on the Lamb, and the reason for it now includes redemption." Therefore, the saints join the choir to praise him for creation and redemption (Rev. 5:9-10). Both themes look to the future but draw on the past: he who created all things by his pleasure will yet make a new heaven and earth; and he who purchased us by his blood and made us a new creation will perfect that marvelous work.
In this vision Christ, the King (as the titles stress), is worthy to open the seven-sealed scroll of judgment because as the spotless Lamb of God he has paid for sin with his blood. He appears here as a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, but standing.33 Moreover, the Lamb has seven horns and seven eyes, signifying that he has absolute power and perfect knowledge and understanding. Not only is he worthy to judge the world, but he alone has the ability to do so.
The Creatures and Elders Sing a New Song
The Lamb is authorized to take the book and execute its judgments on the earth, for in him and through him the Godhead was at work in history for salvation.34 Now the larger choir of the living creatures and the elders falls down before him. Each of them has a harp, and each has a bowl full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints. They sing this new song:
Primarily because of its circumstances, this is one of the most significant songs ever to be sung. It comes at the time of the fulfillment of the prophecies, the coming of the Lord in judgment. Because Christ is the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world, he is worthy to judge the world. Because he, the Lord, paid the penalty for the sins of the world, the world must answer to him. Not only did his death purchase people from every nation and language, but it also defeated all powers over creation and cleared the way for the new creation and the new order, in place of the old that was ruined by the Fall. God's people will serve him as they rule and have dominion on the earth.
Here is the center of Christian worship explained-Christ is to be worshipped because he is the Creator, Redeemer, and Sovereign Lord of all the world. In short, he is to be worshipped because, like the Father, he is divine. Now the background of the first-century church was a strict Jewish monotheism, which meant that only God could be worshipped-not the angels (who refuse worship) and certainly not mere mortals. But in the historic faith the Son of God is part of the Godhead: He is the giver of revelation, whereas the angels are merely instruments; he is the Creator, whereas all creation sings to him; and he is the Redeemer who alone conquered the grave. Thus, through the focus of worship, the message is clear that the Lamb is divine. The book of Revelation makes a clear line of distinction between who worships and who should be worshipped. It does not endorse the tendency to worship intermediary beings, whether angels or saints. Only God can be worshipped-and this book, as indeed the whole Bible, puts Christ on the divine side of the line. But as Bauckham observes, the language of this chapter is very sensitive to the theological issue: God and the Lamb are praised in joint worship, or, as he puts it, "their `functional unity' is such that Christ cannot be an alternative object of worship but shares in the glory that is due God."35 And this is important because the theme of the whole prophecy is the distinction between true worship of God and false or idolatrous worship.36
Myriads of Angels Sing in a Loud Voice
The choirs of angels sing out their song to the Lamb, their sevenfold acclamation ringing like the sound of a huge bell (cf. Dan. 7:10). And what they proclaim are all intrinsic qualities of Jesus Christ the Son of God, except the last one, which is praise that is due him. Human beings cannot begin to contemplate infinite power, wealth, wisdom, strength, honor, and glory; but when these properties are seen in the way that God the Son brings everything to its intended conclusion, we are given a glimpse of their meaning, albeit just the hem of the garment as it were.
All Creation Worships God and the Lamb
The last song of praise in this section of the book is the grandest, both in scope and in content. John saw that far beyond the immediate precincts of the throne there arose a volume of praise from the whole creation. Every creature in heaven, and on earth, and under the earth, and on the sea, and all that is in them, joined in this universal acclaim, this doxology to God the Father and God the Son. They said,
(Rev. 5:13)
The four living creatures said, "Amen," and the elders fell down and worshipped. This ending doxology is the grand acknowledgment that God the Father and God the Son deserve praise from every creature.
Conclusion
In these five hymns of praise, we can observe an ascending might in the number of voices, as well as a movement in the contents of the praise from creation to redemption and to both Father and Son.39 This is what has been happening, and yet is what is going to happen in glory; for when all the saints are gathered in and see him as he is, then shall praise of this magnitude be realized. Achtemeier correctly notes that we are to praise the Lamb who got us the victory, because the vision recorded here will achieve reality as surely as there is a God who promised it.40 Scott adds,
And it is not a little significant that in each of these chapters the situation becomes clear, the meaning of the vision steals into our hearts, when we hear the burst of praise. Is not this the reason why praise forms so important a part of worship, not only that it is our due to God, but that it is the vehicle for expressing, and so of realizing, thought and emotion which lie too deep for words, "fancies which break through language and escape," high pulsations of joy, for which the utmost that words can do is to lend them wings."41
It was before the Lord revealed to John the scenes of devastation that were yet to come that he gave him this comforting vision of the power and the glory of the Lord declared through the praise in heaven. Like John, the saints of all ages need to embrace this vision of the Lord's ability and determination to bring everything to its glorious culmination. They have no idea what catastrophes lie ahead in this world, but they know that eventually it will be wave upon wave of trouble, forces of evil raising themselves to power and causing confusion and distress among the people of God and possibly even the abandonment of the faith, but certainly a constant struggle between good and evil culminating in one final conflict.43 But to be held by the power of the One who was dead and is alive forevermore, the one who holds the keys to death and hell, is cause for unending praise and adoration.
But there is one other thing that we learn from the order of these two chapters. The great song of creation, a song that has not ceased since the first day the morning stars sang together, is a song that humans cannot take part in until they have learned to join triumphantly in the song of redemption. We join the heavenly choirs because of the Lamb that was slain; then we can truly participate in all the praise that belongs to God.
This is because by entering the new creation through redemption, we see in all creation the working of one supreme and holy will; we may see life as it is, with all that threatens it and all that limits it, and yet we can be filled with praise for our Creator and Redeemer. When we who are redeemed realize that in praise we are joining companies of angels whose praise transcends all that runs counter to God, then we begin to understand the reality that makes sense out of life. Then our worship will celebrate victory over the world.
C H A P T E R 2 8
The Glorious Celebration
of the
Fulfillment
of the
Promises
IN ADDITION TO GIVING ATTENTION to the ways that we celebrate being in covenant with the sovereign and holy Lord God of glory, we must also keep the goal in mind. All of our worship is done in anticipation of the fulfillment of the covenant promises in glory. Therefore, worship must also be eschatological, that is, concerned with things yet to come. If we keep our eyes on things spiritual and things eternal, we will be better able to overcome the world, and especially the way that the world worships.
The Celebration of the Redeemed in Glory
In Revelation 7 John received a vision of the redeemed in glory worshipping before the throne. The vision came in the midst of judgmentsix judgments had been poured out on the earth, but the seventh was delayed until the redeemed on the earth could be sealed from it (7:1-4). Those sealed were from all the tribes of Israel (see Ezek. 9:4).1 After this John saw an enormous multitude of people that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people, and language. The contrasts between the two groups is striking: the first group is said to be from all the tribes of Israel, but the second group is from every nation on earth; the first group is given a definite number, but the second is said to be innumerable. The vision, therefore, starts with the company of Israelites sealed from the judgments but expands as heaven opens to display the greater company of the redeemed.
But of greater interest to our study is the worship that takes place in this setting in glory. John saw this innumerable company of the redeemed wearing white robes and holding palm branches in their hands (Rev. 7:9),2 praising God and crying out,
Salvation3 belongs to our God,
who sits on the throne,
and to the Lamb.
(Rev. 7:10)
Amen!
Praise and glory
and wisdom and thanks and honor and power and strength
be to our God for ever and ever.'
(Rev. 7:12)
John also learned that
they are before the throne of God
and serve him day and night in his temple;6
and he who sits on the throne will spread his tent over them.
Never again will they hunger; never again will they thirst.
The sun will not beat upon them, nor any scorching heat.
For the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd;
he will lead them to springs of living water.
And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.7
(Rev. 7:15-17)
There are some fascinating symbols used in this vision: the saints are robed in white, they carry palm branches, they sing praise for God's salvation, the LORD spreads his tent over them, and they enjoy the bounty of life-without scorching heat, hunger, or thirst. The hunger, thirst, heat, and tears are the characteristics of life in a fallen world, especially in the wilderness. But not only will God remove the difficulties of this life, but he also will provide a place for his own, signified here by God's spreading his tent over them, leading them to springs of living water, and being their shepherd. In other words, they will pass from this human, earthly life into the new order. What is clear is that the Feast of Tabernacles provides the background for this chapter, as indicated by images such as palm branches, the provision of water, the tent spread over them, and the consummation of the ages.' This harmonizes with Zechariah 14, which predicts that at the end of the age saints from all lands will come to the Holy City and celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles (vv. 12-16). While interpreters may differ on how this prophecy will be fulfilled exactly, we do know that the point of the festival in Israel was the anticipation of the fulfillment of the promises.
A close study of Revelation 6 and 7 against the backdrop of Zechariah 14 will show a good number of parallel themes, but at the center is the Feast of Tabernacles. That feast was for Israel a remembrance of their wilderness sojourn, which eventually led to the joy of settlement in the land. It also celebrated the fact that the harvest was in and the new year had begun. But in their celebration in this life, they knew that the harvest for the next year required God's provision of water and light; so they developed a water ritual and a light ritual for Tabernacles. We may recall how Jesus used the images of the water and the light at this feast to declare that he was the provision of life to come (John 7-8). Thus, in the world to come, all God's provisions for life, a whole new life, will be made secure by Christ's final victory.
Revelation 7 describes the great celebration in glory at the end of the age when the covenant promises have been fulfilled; in it the saints celebrate because they have been redeemed from the judgment and enjoy the eternal blessings of a new world order. Set in the midst of unrelieved horrors, the vision John receives is a vision of God's vindication that is always ready to break in upon the human scene. And it is this future certainty that forms the hopes and inspires the actions of the saints in the present.' This is why the church at worship is a celebration of victory over the world, no matter what the current situations might be. Wesley based his hymn of triumph on this passage: "Ye servants of God, your master proclaim, and publish abroad His wonderful name." If Christian worship does not sound this eschatological note regularly, this anticipation of heavenly worship that will celebrate Christ's victory over the world and the fulfillment of all the promises, then life as we know it will continue to be oppressive and worship will not overcome it.
Union with the Lord of Glory
The greatest hope for us in glory is complete communion with the living Lord. Therefore, John also received a vision of the marriage of the Lamb in glory and all the praise and adoration associated with it. Here is the realization of the plan of creation and the purpose of redemption; here is fulfilled the desire of the Savior that we might be with him (e.g., John 14:3, 20; 17:24). The vision is recorded in chapter 19 amidst the great shouts of celebration for the victory over the pagan world and its false system of religion.10 As the chapter opens John tells of the roar of a great multitude in heaven shouting with joy over the defeat of Babylon:
He has condemned the great [harlot] who corrupted the earth by her adulteries.
He has avenged on her the blood of his servants."
And again they shouted:
This is a different kind of celebration, more of a victory song now that the outcome of the struggle on earth is secured. The multitudes are joined by the twenty-four elders and the four creatures, who fall down and worship God, crying,
Then a voice came from the throne, saying:
Then John heard what sounded "like a great multitude, like the roar of rushing waters and like loud peals of thunder," shouting:
John explains that "fine linen stands for the righteous acts of the saints" (Rev. 19:8). Then the angel said, "Blessed are those who are invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb!" (v. 9). This scene in heaven is then followed by a vision of the Lord coming in glory to judge and to rule (19:11-20:5). He and his armies are shown to be holy (white linens) and victorious (white horses)."
The imagery of a wedding feast is not surprising. Throughout the Bible union with God is portrayed as a marriage, or a betrothal, and the relationship as that of a husband and wife, to indicate the close, intimate, personal union between God and his people. Revelation 19 and 20 envision the fulfillment of the messianic Psalm 45, which combines the motif of the marriage of the king with the anticipation of the king's conquest of his enemies and his righteous reign. The psalmist extolled the king as one who loves righteousness and hates wickedness and therefore as one who will reign in righteousness forever. Because the writer of Hebrews saw the psalm as a prophecy of the reign of Jesus the Messiah after his return in glory (Heb. 1:6-9), the additional themes of his coming to establish justice and mercy and righteousness on the earth and his union with his bride are properly applied to him as well. Both the marriage feast and the riding on a horse convey the clear meanings those images have carried throughout the Bible. Jesus Christ will be united, actually, spiritually, and eternally, with his people and will come in power and with great glory with his saints and angels to put down all wickedness and to reign with righteousness forever. Our worship today must anticipate these things, for our Lord's instructions for worship included the anticipation and preparation for the coming of his kingdom (Matt. 26:29).
In the wedding song the poet also gave advice to the bride before she was ushered into the throne room: "Since the king desires your beauty; because He is your Lord, worship him" (Ps. 45:11, author's translation). The beauty referred to here is of character and demeanor, not physical beauty, for that could not be achieved by devotion and obedience. The point is that the bride must do obeisance-must worship-the bridegroom because he is not just her husband, but also her Lord and her king. This instruction is carried forward to its fulfillment as well, for John says that the bride was instructed to be robed in white linen, meaning, righ teous acts. Every righteous act that a believer performs helps make up the perfect glory of the church as it shall be when it is presented to Christ.
Jesus used the same wedding image to exhort people to be properly prepared when the bridegroom comes for his bride (Matt. 22:2-14). And in the parable of the virgins he elaborated on the exhortation: those who by faith eagerly looked for his coming kept the lamps burning; they had oil in their lamps, meaning the Spirit of God was in them, preparing them for the union with the Lord of glory (Matt. 25:1-13). Paul also used the imagery of marriage for the union between Christ and the church (see Eph. 5:23). In fact, he "betrothed" people to the Lord (2 Cor. 11:2) with the hopes that he could present them as a pure bride. That union will take place in glory when believers are glorified.
The idea of a marriage feast provides an appropriate picture of the union of Christ and his people. Weddings are perhaps the most joyous occasions people have; they are celebrations of love and harmony, filled with excitement and anticipation of the beginning of a new life and a new identity. Similarly, down through the ages believers have longed to be with their Lord in perfect communion, to be caught out of their old life and ushered into his presence, where there is joy and peace and love. Until now, their worship has been with this hope, as they now come into his presence by the Spirit. In glory, though, all such hopes will be fulfilled-not for an hour or a season, but for all eternity.
Worship in the New Creation
In the last two chapters of the Bible, John records a vision of things to come. Here is Paradise regained, or rather, Paradise re-created in the new heaven and new earth.12 It is important to note that contrary to popular opinion the ultimate destiny of God's people is an earthly destiny. The Bible places the redeemed on the new earth and not only in a heavenly realm; they will reign with Christ on earth (Rev. 5:10).
The vision first unveils the new heaven and the new earth that is created, for the old had passed away, and there was no more sea (Rev. 21:1).13 Then it reveals the heavenly city, the New Jerusalem, descending out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband (v. 2). Because the simile of the bride is used here and because the angel shows John the bride as he shows him this city, many take the view that this is a picture of the church descending from heaven to take up residence on the new earth.14 That is certainly a possible interpretation. However, the context of the chapter with all the details of what the city is like suggests that a city, the spiritual center of the new creation for the righteous, may be what is meant.15 At the end of the chapter, we read that only those whose names are written in the Lamb's Book of Life will enter this city. Thus, the dwelling of God with his people, so important to the history of worship, is central to the new order.
This is the point that must be stressed with regard to worship. What is "new" about all of this is the reality of the presence of God with his people. The waiting will finally be over, the alienation and separation ended. The people of God will no longer commune with God by image and symbol but in reality because his habitation will be with them.16 This is the New Jerusalem, of which the earthly city is an imperfect copy (see on Rev. 4:6; 6:9). While this world lasts, this true Jerusalem remains above (Gal. 4:26); and we know its significance from the earthly copy of it, before Christ came, and the spiritual approach to it, because Christ came (Heb. 12:22).17 But in the days here described, it will be realized in all its perfection."
But however our attempts to interpret the vision may differ, the point is made clear from the word from heaven: "Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them" (Rev. 21:3). He will have his "tabernacle" among "his people." The same language is used in John 1:14. The word for "people" in Revelation 21:3 is plural, indicating that all the nations are God's people (see Ps. 67:7). The dwelling of God with his people began in the Garden, was interrupted by sin, continued in the Old Testament sanctuary, found full expression in the Incarnation, and now is with his people in the Spirit-by faith and not sight. In the coming age, the people of God will behold him in glory. This direct, unmarred communion between God and his people is the goal of all redemption, the motivation for our perseverance, and the focus of our worship.
Conclusion
John's prophetic book brings forward the imagery of the Garden of Eden, with which we began this journey. The river of the water of life, as clear as crystal, flows from the throne of God and from the Lamb, down through the city of God. And on either side of it stands the Tree of Life, bearing its fruit regularly and providing healing for the nations (22:1- 2).19 The inclusion of the river of life reminds us that God is the source of life. And the emphasis on the Tree of Life tells us that the curse is over, that life has triumphed over death, that humans are no longer barred from living forever in the presence of God-for they are now righteous and glorified.
In this new order on earth there will be perfect life-spiritual, physical, eternal. There will be no more night, no pain, no grief, and no death, all of which are most visible in the present world order. But there the curse will be removed-no ignorance, no heartbreak, no wounding of spirits, and no separation from God. The second chapter of the Bible told us about human life before the curse; and the next to last chapter of the Bible holds out the prospect of life when the curse is gone. Between we have the drama of redemption, the work of God to remove the curse and bring us to glory in a new creation.
In the city the redeemed of God will serve him, which is what people were created to do in the beginning. But in the age to come, life will be very different from what we cling to now. All earthly limitations will disappear: physical limitations of sickness and weakness; social hindrances with all the difficulties of human relationships; mental limitations that cause errors, mistakes, and misconceptions; and, of course, spiritual problems, the influence of sin-gone, forever. And we will see his face! This hope expresses all the joys of glory: the fulfillment and contentment of all our craving for love, which only God can satisfy; our desire for holiness, not less than the holiness of God; our longing for the capacity of an eternal spirit set free; and our desire to look back and see the meaning of it all and to look forward and know that time and change, grief and sin, pain and death, are not possible, not ever.
We will see his face, for we will have been restored to immediate access to God. And we will worship him in ways that we cannot even imagine now. This is the hope of glory that believers in all ages have shared and that true worship down through the years has kept alive in the faith of the people of God.
Conclusion for Part 9
THE BOOK OF REVELATION OFFERS us a glimpse of worship in glory as a counterbalance to the chaos and devastation on earth. The aspects of worship revealed here most certainly informed and inspired the worship of the early churches. But as is true of all devout worship, the book begins with a vision of the risen Christ in glory. All acts of worship are a response to this divine revelation. The vision not only prompts fear and adoration, but it brings comfort and encouragement as well, for the one who was dead is alive forevermore and glorified.
The immediate response of all who are near the heavenly Lord, and therefore everyone who expects to be in his glorious presence, is praise and adoration. The angelic praise is of his incomparable nature and his mighty works, most notably, creation. But with the addition of saints to the heavenly choirs, the praise also must include redemption through the blood of the Lamb. Praise is the natural and immediate response of those who see the Lord, either now in the Spirit or then face to face. And that praise is spontaneous, lavish, and continuous. Without such praise, we have not come close to worshipping the Lord.
The prophets and the apostles look forward to the fulfillment of the promises, and accordingly that time will be marked by an elaborate celebration of worship. And what better model to follow than Israel's Feast of Tabernacles, which recalled this earthly pilgrimage and celebrated the consummation of God's plan? A great festival of worship awaits the saints in glory; and while we will praise and worship him forever, the initial entrance into his presence will be of such a glorious nature that all the company of redeemed will extol and honor him in a way that no one has ever seen before.
The best metaphor for union with the living God throughout the Bible was marriage-as God intended it. And so the celebration of the union with the Lord in heaven is revealed to be a marriage supper. Since this is a spiritual union with Christ that will last forever and bring with it eternal bliss, the initial celebration of the union will be a time of worship in the purest sense. Accordingly, the saints will be there clothed with righteousness as they celebrate their complete communion with Christ and honor him with their adoration and obeisance.
But the ultimate picture of worship after the end of this age is one of eternal worship. It will be centered on the marvelous reality of the presence of the Lord with his people and his provisions for all their needs. It will be the true Paradise, of which the earthly was a mere shadow. And in this glorious new creation, the people of God will serve the Lord and worship him forever. That is the hope of glory.
P A R T 1 0
BASIC PRINCIPLES
for
MORE
GLORIOUS WORSHIP
THE HEART OF CHRISTIAN WORSHIP is to recall and celebrate the hope of glory. Not only does it recall the beliefs and practices of the historic faith that inform this hope, but it also brings them forward to their fulfillment in Christ; and because of this Christians celebrate communion with the living God with confidence. Accordingly, worship in Christ encourages and enhances the Christians' spiritual journey through this world and ultimately to glory. But this hope of glory can be sustained and enlarged only through effective communal worship, which the Scriptures set forth in positive principles that recollect the traditional elements that form the very foundations of the faith. And these traditional elements start not with early Israelite worship, but with Creation itself, for it is in Paradise that we first see what it means to enter into the presence of the living God, something that the believers down through time have longed to enjoy again and now is made possible through Christ Jesus. To rightly honor, celebrate, and serve the holy Lord God, who in righteousness and mercy became incarnate to redeem human beings, is the highest calling and responsibility of Christians; and when it is done in humility and sincerity, with decorum and grace, it is well-pleasing to the Lord God.
There is no need to repeat the numerous ideas and implications of this study in a concluding chapter. In fact, because there is so much material on the patterns and principles of worship in the Bible, it will take some time to think it all through. And no matter how much we may apprehend, when we stand in glory we will realize how far short we fell. Nevertheless, the church, believers, must always be discovering more meaningful and more glorious ways to worship God, for worship is essential to the spiritual life. If the studies in this book assist people in that discovery, even in a small way, then the effort will have been worthwhile; and if the studies make people aware of the wonder and glory of the Lord and how the faithful of all time have responded by acts of devotion and commitment, then the motivation will be present for the transformation of their spiritual lives and their worship.
Nevertheless, there are several principles that surface again and again and therefore seem to me to be absolutely essential for developing the worship of God.
1. The revelation of the exalted Lord God in glory inspires glorious worship and fills us with the hope of glory.
The proper motivation for worship has always been the revelation of the God of glory. It is this alone that lifts people out of their world and transports them in their spirits to the Paradise to come. Now that Christian worship centers on the reality of the risen Christ in glory, everything in worship should bring that revelation to bear on the worshippers-the setting and the circumstances, the service with all its aspects of worship, and most importantly the celebration of Holy Communion-all of it. But retaining this vision of glory is a constant struggle, because everything in the world steals our attention and staggers us with trouble and strife. Yet if we recall in our worship how this hope has enabled believers down through the ages to hold to their faith triumphantly, then we will be encouraged to live in the light of that hope too. When communal worship is inspired by the revelation of the Lord God of glory, then the worship will be spiritual, life-giving, and inspiring.
2. The evidence of the Lord's presence makes worship a holy convocation in a holy place that calls for holiness.
Yes, we know that God is everywhere, that there is nowhere we can go from his presence. Nevertheless, the Bible says again and again that in certain places and at certain times God has made his presence known in more powerful ways. The Lord first demonstrated his desire to be with us and displayed the richness of his provisions by his very presence in the Garden of Eden. Accordingly, one of the most frequent occasions in which he has made himself known by coming near to us has been and still is in corporate worship, which in many ways reflects Paradise as it anticipates his coming presence. If the presence of the Lord is more of a reality in communal worship than in ordinary gatherings and regular activities, it will be a vital force in the life of the church and inspire holiness in worship: the time and the place will be set apart ("made holy") for the purpose of drawing near to God spiritually, especially in the Communion; and everything about that time and place will complement what is taking place in that holy hour; and everything in the worship service will give evidence that God is alive and manifests himself to his people. It is fitting, then, for the people of God to make their worship reflect the reality of God's presence through holy worship. Their praise, their fellowship, their liturgy, and their ritual must all be holy, as a witness to the fact that the Lord has demonstrated his presence among them in power and glory to bring them salvation, deliverance, comfort, and peace. The greater the sense of the holy presence of the Lord in worship, the greater will be the worshippers' understanding of the Lord God and their desire to develop a life of holiness.
3. Sacrifice is at the center of worship as the basis and expression of it.
Because of the pervasiveness of sin in the world, access to God must be mediated; God therefore spent hundreds of years teaching his people about atonement through sacrifice so that they would be able to draw near to him in communion. And in the fullness of time God sent his Son to be the perfect sacrifice for the sins of the world. Since the sacrificial death of Christ is the center of God's plan of redemption, it also must be the center of Christian worship. It is the focus of our praise, the content of our proclamation, and the meaning of our ritual and liturgy. In the celebration of Holy Communion, then, it is essential that the liturgy, or some comparable, carefully formulated prayers and proclamations based on the biblical teaching of the atoning death of Christ, accompany the ritual acts in order to remind the people of the meaning of the cross. If handled well, this will be a powerful way to instruct the congregation in the faith and thereby draw people closer to the Savior in love and adoration.
By remembering the death of Christ in worship and by basing all worship acts on the sacrifice of Christ, worshippers will come to realize that all worship itself is sacrificial, inspired by the Lord's own sacrifice. It is in this realization that worship becomes life changing. Our sacrificial service begins when we first bring to him the sacrifice of a broken heart, that is, when we surrender our wills to him so that we may properly dedicate our lives to him, offer our gifts to him, and share our possessions with those in need. Christian fellowship is possible only through sacrifice; it is based on our Lord's death on our behalf, and it is characterized by our sacrificial love for one another.
4. Sound biblical proclamation informs all worshipful acts.
Every act of worship by the faithful, no matter how small or great, must be properly explained by appropriate words, carefully chosen and said well. In the Bible when the people of God were faithful in their worship, they declared their faith in creeds and creedal formulas, testified to the historic faith as they brought their offerings and gifts, rehearsed the events of the faith in their drama and ritual, declared their walk with God when they offered thanksgiving, and expressed their convictions in their commitments to serve the Lord. Today, in an age that seeks to simplify everything-songs, sermons, readings, and ritual of the service-the clear and powerful proclamation of sound biblical doctrine and practice in every part of the service will give spiritual depth to worship and demonstrate the vitality of the faith in the lives of the worshippers. Without it, worship becomes empty ritual and the faith itself obscure. The proper words of worship must be on the lips of the worshippers as they come into the presence of the Lord.
5. The ministry of the Word, an act of worship itself, is the key to coherent, corporate worship.
The reading of Scripture and the exposition of it are primary acts of worship in the church; they are offerings given to God in reverence and devotion. Reading God's holy Word in the assembly without understanding, interpretation, or enthusiasm undermines the foundation of all worship, which is to hear from God. When the reading of Scripture is with clarity, conviction, and power, it sets the Word of God before the people in a way that demonstrates its authority and demands a response. The reading of Scripture should be one of the most powerful parts of worship-every word spoken from the Word is from God.
The time for the sermon is also a holy time; the messenger speaks for God! The message, therefore, must be biblically sound and divinely directed in its application. After all, the Word from God is never boring or irrelevant. An effective sermon will take a good deal of study and prayer to ensure that every word, every sentence, every idea in the message is what God wants declared from the text being expounded. Anytime anyone opens the Bible to declare its message is a holy moment, and if it is done well it will transform the assembly into a holy convocation and draw greater worship and service out of the people.
6. Individual public praise and thanksgiving is the evidence of the spiritual life that is alive in the church.
For Christians to have the opportunity to tell publicly of God's blessing and help in their lives is necessary to proper spiritual growth. By sharing their faith this way, Christians are obeying the command of God, following the pattern of the inspired worship of the psalmists, and demonstrating that the Holy Spirit is at work in their lives, prompting them to give thanks and praise. Thus, individual public praise in the assembly which can be done effectively and movingly to the glory of God is the best measure of the spiritual vitality of a congregation. People must have the opportunity to tell of their faith-what they believe, what the Lord means to them, how he has answered their prayers, and how they would encourage others. Such praise is part of the cycle of prayer and praise; it recognizes that God blesses people so that they will tell of his works so that others in turn will be edified in the faith and encouraged in their prayers.
7. Singing, chanting, playing musical instruments, and dancing done to the glory of God are a part of the praise of the people of God.
In addition to individual thanksgiving, the worship of God includes several other ways of offering praise to God. Down through the history of the faith, hymns, songs, shouts of acclamation, playing musical instruments, and even jubilant dancing have been given full expression in the celebration of God.
When we think of the thousands of hymns that have been written, the grand musical compositions, and the variety of sounds and expressions, it is overwhelming. What devotion! What jubilation! There is so much available to make worship glorious, so much to make praise new every morning, if we would just step out of our set patterns and away from our favorite songs from time to time to discover it.
The basic principle in Scripture is that all of God's creation, everything that has life, must praise him. But whatever is done must exalt the Lord in the eyes of the people, focus attention on him and not the performers, and communicate truth about the Lord and not conceal or confuse it. In short, music used in worship must be accurate in its theology, glorifying to God, and prepared well, and it must minister to the needs of all the people. To be properly worshipful, music used in the public assembly of Christian worship must be guided by the theology of praise with its paradigm in Holy Scripture.
8. Worship is the response of people to the divine revelation.
Worship confronts people with the divine revelation of God-read, preached, sung, prayed, or displayed in the art and architecture. It may be uplifting, encouraging, and delightful; but it is also challenging. If worship focuses on God the Creator, Redeemer, and sovereign judge of all mankind, then there has to be some response by the people. When worship services provide opportunity for the responses of the people, the worshippers will, among other things, make commitments to obey, confess their sins and find forgiveness, be reconciled to one another as they forgive one another, renew their vows, and answer calls to serve the Lord. Since believers are a kingdom of priests placed here on earth to serve the Lord, then each worship service becomes a covenant renewal service in which we maintain our relationship with the Lord and with each other. The measure of the effectiveness of the worship service will be the lifechanging responses to the divine revelation.
9. Worship prompts moral and ethical acts.
This principle goes hand-in-hand with the previous one. There must be moral, ethical, and social change if we are truly confronted by the presence of the holy and righteous Lord. Part of this will concern our personal spiritual walk with the Lord, remaining faithful and pure in a corrupt world. But if worship is fully life changing, it will prompt positive acts of righteousness in the world, that is, caring for the poor and the needy and the widows and the orphans, providing for the homeless and the foreigners, championing justice and fairness in courts and businesses for those who have no one to help them, and working to do something for people who are dying from famine, disease, persecution, and war. The point cannot be missed if we study the Bible: such righteous acts were emphasized in the way that Israelites made their sacrifices so that the poor and needy could eat; and their neglect was evidence of corrupt, worthless worship, according to the prophets. This was an important part of the teaching of Jesus and the apostles as well; it was powerfully reiterated in the instruction of "remembrance" in celebrating Holy Communion as a covenant renewal service. Worship cannot remain a private, individual act of devotion. It was designed to be a sacrificial service. To give thanks to God, no matter how sincere, and yet ignore social injustice, poverty, hunger, and abuse is a travesty of worship itself. True communion with God based on the love of Christ will inspire the faithful to reach out to people with needs, people for whom Christ also shed his blood.
10. Great festivals preserve the heritage of the faith, unite believers, and gather resources for greater worship and service.
If the church wants to bring greater richness and vitality into the worship of the people, great seasonal celebrations and festivals are the most effective ways to do it. And these easily cut across denominational bounds-Israel's did, for all groups attended the festivals, because there was a higher allegiance that united them, even though they went their separate ways in ordinary worship. There is a place in the Christian community for purely social events, but a festival is more than this. If the church employs great festivals as part of its cycle of worship, it will not only claim the seasons and times for the Lord but will also keep the history of the faith alive in the minds of the people. In the special celebrations of the year, the church is reminded that it is part of a great company of saints and angels who love and adore and serve the Lord. And of all people on earth, Christians have the most reason to celebrate!
11. The household of faith preserves the purity and integrity of worship.
Every generation of worshippers is faced with the same difficultyworshipping in a world that is religious but antagonistic to the truth. It has always been the desire of the tempter that religious people make unholy innovations in their worship, often subtle changes but always in the direction of the pagan world system, either in doctrine or practice. From the biblical and historical records of the spiritual conflicts in worship, we know that Satan often appears as a minister of light, questioning what God said, calling good evil and evil good, and prompting people to find ways to neutralize the ritual, or reimage God, or make their beliefs compatible with the world's standards. Idolatry in all its forms has always been a threat to the worship of the true and living God.
The time of worship is the place to distance the faith from the world system. By the clear declaration of the truth that carries authority and conviction and by the demonstration of the truth in worship and service, we will hold the historic faith in place. But in doing so the church must follow the pattern of Christ, who was both gracious and righteous in his dealings with the enemies of the faith; he was, after all, full of grace and truth. The worship of the church celebrates victory over the world and anticipates the final victory, but in doing so it also calls people in the world to come to the truth.
12. Worship possesses a balance of form and spirit.
Achieving the proper balance in worship is a lifelong quest. There are times when we stand for the truth but do not have much grace or compassion; and there are times when we are full of compassion and love but perhaps have set aside the truth. Likewise, there are worship services that follow a strict form to preserve order; and there are others that abandon the forms to follow free worship. If worship is to be significant to all the people and remain honoring to God, it must seek a balance. The proper forms of worship have to be followed, especially in observing the divine institutions; but they should be followed in ways that allow genuine Spirit-led worship to flourish. The church is a body of believers who have different temperaments and traits, different needs and yet similar needs, different spiritual gifts and yet one Spirit. There is so much in the Bible about worship activities that there is no reason for any church to limit itself to a set pattern that appeals to only one segment of the congregation. Worship in the Bible, in both Testaments, was varied in form, content, purpose, and mood; if the church wants to draw out the richness of worship and meet the needs of all the people, it will strive for greater variation within the proper forms and a greater balance in structured and free worship.
13. Worship is eschatological.
Prophecy makes up a great portion of Scripture and is therefore a significant part of the Christian faith. It is no surprise, then, that it also has a significant part in worship. All of our activities in worship are to be done in anticipation of the fulfillment of the promises in the ages to come. The book of Revelation provides a glimpse of what worship will be like in the glorious new creation when Christ comes to complete the plan of redemption. It is therefore appropriate that the acclamation "Christ will come again" is included in the liturgy of many services. If worship includes such an emphasis on the coming of the Lord, or the coming judgments, or the hope of glory, it will motivate the religious activities of the people of God with the urgency that prophecy expects.
14. Prayer enables all the acts of worship to achieve what God intended.
Prayer is essential for worship. It does not matter whether a church uses set prayers or not; what matters is that the people pray-throughout the week, before the service, and during the service. In a worship service, prayers of supplication, intercession, and confession must be offered to God if the worship is to be at all effective. This means that proper time be given for such prayers and that proper wording be used in leading prayers so that all the people can fully participate and learn to pray. But it is also important that prayer be seen as spiritual service in which the people of God humble themselves before the throne of grace. This is often difficult to do in a congregational service, for everything in us calls for us to perform well, to show that we can pray. But worship is most meaningful when the here-and-now, the present circumstances around us, cease to matter, and we are caught up into the presence of the Lord in our holy conversation. Prayer in communal worship should be the full expression of a life of prayer as well as the inspiration for private prayers. Prayer is the most significant aspect of the integration of private and corporate worship; and prayer is the source of the praise of God in the church.
15. Worship transcends time and space.
If the church truly begins to develop biblical patterns of worship, time and space will seem confining. When modern worship does not have transcendent moments, our minds often wander to immediate and pressing matters. But for those times in our lives when worship lifts us out of our concerns, mundane things do not matter. We are caught up with the hope of glory that enables us to keep everything in this life in proper perspective. The church must do everything it can to make times of transcendence a regular part of spiritual worship.
A church cannot possibly do all that the Bible reveals about worship in one hour a week, especially if it does not vary its program over the year. Worship is too rich for that. The early church was a living community of worshippers-worship filled their lives, and they took every opportunity to worship. The church today is ready for some creative thinking about how and when to worship, while holding to the patterns and principles of worship that are found in the Bible. If worship is fresh, varied, and vital, while incorporating the necessary aspects of entering into the presence of the living God, then the worshippers will find it a life-giving and lifechanging experience.
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Of course the primary use of the word holy has reference to God. For example, places set apart for the worship of God were called holy. Similarly, times were declared holy when they were to be devoted to God. And people were set apart to God and his service; they were to be "sanctified" to God: "Be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy" (Lev. 19:2; cf. 1 Peter 1:16).
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