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Getting the Most Out of
Worship


When we talk about worship, what do we mean? You may think of your weekly gathering with other Christians or, more specifically, singing to God—both of which are important aspects of worship. Singing is mentioned frequently throughout the Bible as a fitting way to praise God. As Eugene Peterson’s version of Psalm 66 says:


[God] converted sea to dry land;

travelers crossed the river on foot.

Now isn’t that cause for a song? (The Message)



I love connecting with God through song, which I like to think of as heaven’s vernacular. Music often lifts us to a transcendent plane, and certainly one of worship’s functions is to prepare us for heaven. Singing is also universal; every culture sings, and all cultures will be represented in the eternal worship we participate in together (Revelation 7).

I once heard Thomas Avery, an ethnomusicologist with Wycliffe Bible Translators, explain how worship developed among the Canela people in Brazil. After the people received the gospel from a Wycliffe Bible translator, Thomas helped them develop worship songs in their own language and style. A Canela man came to the Bible translator with tears in his eyes and said, “You gave us the book in which God speaks to us, but your friend Tom gave us the songs in which we speak to God.”

Singing gives many of us a way to communicate with God on a soul level. So, worship includes meeting with others to sing and honor and rededicate ourselves to God, but it is more. The eight studies in this guide are designed to fill out what that “more” is. Before you continue, however, here are some foundational truths about worship to lay the groundwork. I hope you will return to these again and again throughout the study.

First, worship is rooted in the character and permanence of God. Again and again throughout history, God has shown his people that he is strong and he is loving (Psalm 62:11-12): He is committed to our wellbeing and able to do all that he has promised. He has also made it clear that he wants a close relationship with us—on the level of intimate friendship or a good marriage. He expresses this desire in the form of covenants of love (Deuteronomy 7:9, 12) that he makes with his people. When we worship, we are foremost celebrating God’s strong love, a love that does not threaten to lessen with each failure on our part but will endure throughout eternity because God has promised himself to us.

Even as a worship leader, I struggle to believe that God’s love for me is permanent—that there’s nothing I can do to make him love me less, or more. Thank God for his Word, which reveals who we worship. His Word says that he loves us with an everlasting love and continually draws us with his lovingkindness, building us up over and over so that we can join others in worshiping him (Jeremiah 31:3-4).

Second, worship is always a response to God’s initiative and, at the same time, is meant to be an interaction. Worship is not only about what I give to God or what he gives to me: it’s God receiving what he’s worthy to receive and us receiving more of God. If you’re someone who wants more of God, then studying and growing in worship is a perfect next step.

Many different Hebrew and Greek words are translated “worship” in our English Bibles, but the most prevalent are the Hebrew hawah and the Greek proskyneo, which both mean “to bow down.” Proskyneo derives from the practice of bowing down to kiss the feet of someone. They connote reverence and submission. These terms are not used exclusively for the worship of God but for idol worship as well. There is nothing sacred in the words themselves; what makes worship sacred is the object of worship and the heart of the worshiper. In these studies, you will learn more about both.

Finally, worship is about letting our whole lives point to the supremacy and worth of God. How we make decisions, how we use our gifts and skills, how we relate to others, whether we truly depend on God day in and day out—these choices reveal whether we understand the heart of worship. For the point of worship is not worship but God. Whatever form it takes, worship is not an end in itself; rather, it facilitates a closer relationship with God, which, miracle of miracles, is what God wants to have with us. Worship is a gift, therefore, and the overflow of our enjoyment of God. Hopefully, these Bible studies will help you to open this gift and enjoy God the way you were made to.


Suggestions for Individual Study

1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.

2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.

3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.

4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.

Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.

5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.

6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.

7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.




Suggestions for Members of a Group Study

1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.

2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.

3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in indepth study on equal ground.

4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.

When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.

5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.

6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.

7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.

8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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Soul Satisfaction

Psalm 63


All humans hunger and thirst for more than just food and water. In other words, all humans worship. Whatever we think will satisfy our hunger and thirst eventually becomes the object of our worship. Many of us want to worship God and God alone, but we wonder if God can satisfy us completely. At times we may feel unsure of his presence or his intentions, especially when life is difficult or the world seems dangerous and chaotic.

 

GROUP DISCUSSION. A popular advertising campaign for a soda drink declared, “Obey your thirst.” What recent advertisements cause you to thirst or hunger for something you may or may not need?

PERSONAL REFLECTION. Have you moved from simply hearing about God to seeing his power, goodness and lovingkindness for yourself? Recall one or more times in worship when you have seen these aspects of God.

In this study, we will learn from King David what catalyzes and sustains soul-satisfying worship. Read Psalm 63.

1. Tradition maintains that David wrote this psalm while fleeing Jerusalem because his son Absalom conspired against him to take over the kingship. What do you notice about David’s state as he calls on God?


What progression does he make from the beginning to the ending of his prayer?

2. Think of a time when you were this thirsty spiritually. How did you try to fill your sense of need?


3. Based on what David says in the psalm, how would you describe his relationship with and experience of God?


4. What does David know about God that helps him to worship God even in such a dire situation (note especially verses 3 and 7)?


5. David’s experience of God’s love directly affects his commitment to worship God, which he determines to do for the rest of his life (v. 4). In your own life, how have you seen the connection between experiencing God’s love and your worship of God?


6. What experiences with God from his past might David be remembering in verse 6?


What personal experiences with God might you remember to catalyze and sustain your worship, particularly in tough times?

7. What does David realize about himself, his enemies and God as he worships?


8. Note that the word soul appears three times in this psalm (vv. 1, 5, 8). David says his soul thirsts, will be satisfied and clings to God. How does worshiping God satisfy David’s soul?


9. How might David’s reasons for worshiping influence your own?


10. Where have you been experiencing dissatisfaction in your life lately?


After studying this psalm, what will you do differently in your search for satisfaction?

Take time now to express to God any areas of dissatisfaction in your life, and ask him to fill you up. End by telling God why you worship him. Try to be as specific as David is.


Now or Later

Knowing, experiencing and remembering God’s love are crucial to finding our satisfaction in God. Determine this week to notice God’s better-than-life love. When you see examples of his love (in the Word, in an answered prayer, through another person, through a surprise, in nature or a piece of art) write them down and thank God for them (in other words, worship).
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