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  Introduction




  Bless the LORD, O my soul, and all that is within me, bless his holy name.




  PSALM 103:1




   




  The first verse of Psalm 103 is familiar to many people and in many congregations is often sung to a memorable tune by Andraé Crouch. The verse is simple to memorize, easy to sing and very difficult to actually hear. This difficulty is especially notable in the attitudes of many regarding their expectations of corporate worship. The words may be right on the lips of worshipers, but too often the heart is singing a different lyric:




  

    Bless my soul, O Lord,




    And all that is within you,




    Bless me and those who share my name.


  




  This lyric is the one that can reflect why people really go to a service of worship—to be blessed, to be refueled spiritually for the week ahead, to feel better about life in general and get help in living a less hypocritical life. Worship leaders and pastors, of course, are well aware of congregational needs and do their best to design a service of worship that feeds the flock, soothes troubled souls, and rallies enthusiasm for congregational witness, mission and church programs. None of these are bad things, but they are neither the sole focal point nor ultimate purpose of worship as designed by God throughout the story of Scripture.




  The purpose of this text is to help evangelicals, especially those in historically independent communities of faith, rediscover in the great story of God’s salvation related in the Bible, God’s design for worship that is focused on God’s pleasure. It is this story that, from beginning to end, gives biblical shape to services of worship. And it is God’s story of salvation that keeps as the focal point of worship the triune God of grace revealed in the Scripture. God’s story is a great story, and it is God’s story that puts our individual stories in their proper place and in appropriate perspective. When corporate worship takes the shape of God’s great salvation story, the hearts of worshipers will join their voices to sing Psalm 103 with integrity, holiness and rightly focused hope. This is what it means to worship “in spirit and in truth” and to present God with a “living sacrifice” and to engage in worship that is “holy and acceptable.”




  Story-shaped liturgy is outlined in Scripture, enacted in Israel, refocused in the New Testament community of the early church, regulated and guarded by the apostolic fathers, recovered in the Reformation and still shapes the liturgy of many congregations today. A worshiper does not have to return to Rome or Westminster to engage in story-shaped worship. Story-shaped liturgies aren’t just found in the Post–Tridentine Mass, the Book of Common Prayer or a variety of worship guides for the Reformed faith. Any worship leader or team of worship leaders can create story-shaped worship that has blessing God as its primary focus.




  This book is mainly addressed to Christians with whom I share a broad evangelical identity. I teach at John Brown University, a fine liberal arts university in the very northwest corner of Arkansas less than two miles from the Oklahoma border. John Brown University is an unaffiliated, nonsectarian and interdenominational comprehensive liberal arts institution. John Brown is therefore “evangelical” and carries within its short history (JBU was founded in 1919) both an independence and an inclusiveness that is typical of evangelicals and their institutions. There are basically three major hallmarks of what constitutes evangelicalism: a high view of the unique nature of biblical authority, an affirmation of the importance of a conversion experience by God’s grace through faith alone, and the absolute sufficiency of the work of Christ Jesus for salvation.




  Evangelicals can be described as a subset of other historically linked and defined communities of faith. For instance, there are evangelical Presbyterians, evangelical Lutherans, evangelical Anglicans, and even evangelical Roman Catholics. And, of course, there are a myriad of evangelical “independent” congregations that claim no particular historical connection to the family tree of the Christian faith. Some of these faith communities claim their identity, first and last, in the “church of the New Testament.” However, the problem with this claim is that even within the pages of the New Testament congregations tended to branch out into “denominational” bodies usually identified by a particular founder or evangelist. Paul laments this reality when he writes, “What I mean is that each of you says, ‘I belong to Paul,’ or ‘I belong to Apollos,’ or ‘I belong to Cephas,’ or ‘I belong to Christ’” (1 Corinthians 1:12). Of course Paul, in many of his letters, affirms the unity of all believers in the body of Christ under the headship of the Lord Jesus,[1] but in many of those same letters he also describes, corrects and regulates a variety of worship practices of congregational communities.




  Because Paul and all New Testament writers, with the possible exception of Luke, assumed their readers were familiar with the worship practices of Israel, the foundation of God’s people upon which Christian congregations were built, there is very little description in the New Testament of corporate worship. When descriptions do emerge in the earliest documents of the Christian church, it is not surprising that they reflect the influence of Jewish patterns for the worship of God. In addition, Luke, whose first readers were predominantly Gentile, often includes details concerning Jewish customs to aid early non-Jewish Christians in understanding the Jewish foundation for the faith and practice of the church. And this is as it should be. God has, in fact, given his people in the context of his story of salvation, the shape of worship designed for God’s own pleasure and blessing. It is this great story that God employs as the basic shape for worship that is, indeed, biblical. This book is written to contribute to the recovery of that biblical shape and the reenactment of God’s story of salvation in Christian worship for a variety of evangelical congregations.




  This recovery and practice of reenactment will help evangelical believers engage in worship that is biblically shaped and more conscious of God’s own mediation of worship that is well-focused on God’s own pleasure. Story-shaped worship has a particular pattern, but within this pattern there is still plenty of room for creativity and the inclusion of the congregation’s spiritual gifts. There is a shape to story-based worship, but within this basic biblical shape, a great variety of styles can be accommodated. Services of worship can be “traditional” (hymnbooks, organs, robes, choirs and a set pattern), “contemporary” (overhead projection, praise songs and choruses, no robes, a worship team, praise band) or “blended” (various ways of combining the first two “styles”). However, it is vital to keep in mind that it is God’s story that is central to worship, and this keeps the focus on God’s presence, mediation and blessing and not the style preferences of or a self-generated experience for the congregation. Unfortunately, congregational worship wars are usually waged over style, and this is an indication that the most important point of worship has been overlooked.




  In order to get at the heart of story-shaped worship, however, there are significant challenges to recognize at the very outset.




  The Challenge of Discerning Early Liturgical Patterns




  There are some practical guidelines to be considered when dealing with practices of any kind in antiquity that are helpful for determining how much or how little Christian worship was rooted in Jewish patterns of worship in the temple or synagogue. First, it is helpful to keep in mind that it was and is typical for writers in any age to not mention what they presume their readers already know. This rule is easily discernible in the writings of the New Testament. In contrast to Luke’s account of Jesus’ in­augural teaching in the synagogue of Nazareth, Matthew offers no details of the event for his very Jewish readership. Matthew assumed that the Jews who first read or heard his Gospel did not need descriptions of activities that were very familiar to them. However, Luke’s first readers (and hearers) were predominantly Gentile and it was helpful for them to have a bit of a detailed description of what went on in a Galilean Jewish synagogue. Likewise, the writer of the Gospel of John tends to describe sites, especially in Jerusalem, for his original audience more often than the Synoptic Evangelists. Most scholars date the writing of the fourth Gospel during the last decade of the first century, at least twenty years after the destruction of Jerusalem, so the inclusion of descriptive detail was necessary: most readers of John’s Gospel had never seen Jerusalem prior to A.D. 70.




  The point is, the Synoptic Gospels, particularly Matthew and Mark, are much less descriptive of place and topography because they assumed more firsthand knowledge of their readers. In discerning liturgical connections between Jewish practice and early Christian worship, a lack of description may not mean something wasn’t included or practiced, but that the practice or liturgical pattern was assumed and well developed and didn’t need explication.




  Second, when a mention of a liturgical practice is first made in early church documents or letters, it may not indicate the inauguration of a new practice, but rather an attempt to bring some conformity to the practice of a long-standing element in the liturgy. The absence of explication may indicate an assumed and ongoing pattern in a service of worship and/or that the uniformity of the practice needed no regulation or promotion. The research required for the study of liturgical history should incorporate not only documents but archaeological, artistic and other disciplines that can help make connections as carefully and responsibly as possible.[2]




  It is important that discerning the patterns and practice of worship in the early Christian church should not be limited to what scholar Michael A. Farley designates as a “praxis-oriented regulative principle.” Farley defines this approach for historical liturgical studies as




  a hermeneutical approach to a biblical theology of worship that defines the norm for Christian worship as the apostolic practice of corporate worship in the first-century church. Thus, according to this principle, liturgical practices are biblical only if there are explicit NT commands or normative examples of those particular practices.[3]




  The central concern of a praxis-oriented research focus is finding explicit biblical warrant for worship practice, but the inherent limitations of this approach tend to neglect the riches of liturgical patterns embodied in the development of Israel’s worship in the Old Testament. Michael Farley notes this regrettable truncation of biblical liturgical possibilities in some post-Reformation worship tendencies and Puritan publications, as well as in contemporary promotions of de-institutionalizing, delocalizing and deritualizing Christian worship by some scholars and popular clergy. With its narrow use of Scripture, as well as its dismissal of any practice not explicitly mentioned in the New Testament, praxis-oriented research neglects a wealth of biblical patterns and theological richness that can shape and inform Christian liturgical practice and the communities engaged in worship.




  Because there is actually very little praxis-oriented description that can be clearly discerned in the writings of the New Testament, praxis-oriented conclusions can end up neglecting some important aspect of worship that the New Testament writers assumed but did not explicate for a variety of reasons. In addition, the worship practices that are clear are not uniformly presented across the geographical, cultural or temporal span of the New Testament. When a Christian congregation claims to “worship like the early church in the New Testament” one must ask two questions: Which one? and How do you know?




  Farley designates a second approach to historical liturgical study as a “theologically oriented regulative principle,” which does not limit biblical patterns for Christian worship to practices explicit in New Testament texts, but




  broadens the locus of liturgical norms in Scripture to include general theological principles in addition to explicit descriptions of liturgical practice . . . [and] derives its norms for Christian worship by evaluating the way that particular liturgical practices communicate biblical truths in ritual and symbol. . . . [Thus] liturgical forms or rituals are biblical insofar as they embody truths taught in the Bible, and not merely because the apostolic church actually practiced the forms or rituals in question.




  One value of the theologically oriented regulative approach in liturgical studies is recognizing patterns of worship in the early church that build on the summary affirmations of faith in the early church and not just the glimpses of the church’s explicit practices. The emergence of the church calendar is an example Farley uses to illustrate how this approach recognizes worship practices that helpfully emerge not out of explicit command or teaching or illustration in the New Testament, but from Christian theology established from meditation on the birth, life, suffering, death, resurrection and ascension of the Lord Jesus. However, some proponents of a theologically oriented regulative principle often focus exclusively on New Testament texts and practices during the patristic period of liturgical development, something Farley terms the “patristic-ecumenical model.” When the theologically oriented regulative principle is limited to the New Testament and the patristic period, it can neglect the sturdier foundation of a more thorough and fully canonical approach.




  The limitations of these models used in the work of liturgical theology can be addressed by discerning the biblical patterns of Christian worship using what I term the canonical-theological approach, the model incorporated for this book. Using the illustration of the church calendar above, the canonical-theological model recognizes that the chronological rhythm of Christian worship has older and deeper roots than the richness of the patristic patterns or even the unique authority of the New Testament. The church calendar is grounded in the rhythm of creation itself. Also, the worship life of Israel unfolded in the Old Testament is richly explicit in its theological patterns manifest in the sacrificial rites and festivals of God’s people. Both explicit narrative models and canonical theology should help inform and shape the church calendar and Christian worship.




  The Canonical-Theological Model for Liturgical Studies




  The canonical-theological model for liturgical studies presented in this text is very similar to Michael Farley’s “biblical-typological model.” One value of the canonical-theological model is that it challenges the rather common contemporary neglect of ecclesiology in general. This neglect not only contributes to the epidemic of worship wars within faith communities but is a major reason why many services of worship today have a pronounced tendency to devolve into entertainment for the flock, becoming merely functional evangelistic meetings for the seeker or the well-intentioned but self-guided effort of a congregation to prompt an engagement with God.




  The Scripture of the Old and New Testaments reveals God’s heart and God’s guidance concerning worship. The transition from the praxis of synagogue to the patterns of early house churches, the patristic teaching and councils of the church, and the refocusing of pastor-scholars on worship, preaching and sacraments in the Reformation and the Counter-Reformation have much to offer for instructing God’s people how to offer God worship that is right “in spirit and in truth.” But reaching farther back and further in to the unique revelation of God in the whole of the biblical canon provides a robust and uniquely authoritative foundation for such worship.




  There is no question that the often historically anemic ecclesiology of some Christian congregations has often resulted in Sunday morning programs that are focused on the subjective experience of the individual rather than true worship that is mediated by and focused on the blessing of the triune God of grace. The necessity of worship as a service mediated by the Spirit, through the Son and for the Father is often lost in the pragmatism of the commodified liturgies of many services of worship. Sunday mornings too often have become storefront windows designed to attract and keep shoppers in the store in order to buy into congregational programs. The grace of Word and Sacrament has been sacrificed on the altar of a subtle self-help theology that actually seeks to control the divine encounter with the ultimate intention of feeling at least a bit better about oneself and life circumstances. Story-shaped worship can help contribute to a service that is more biblically theological and less personally therapeutic. Farley points to a disconnect between what Christians affirm about the faith and their practice of worship when he writes,




  To accept the creeds, on the one hand, and reject the liturgies by inattention that often expresses itself in disdain, on the other, is contradictory and unwise. For orthodoxy was primarily given shape in the liturgy, and the creeds were originally part of the larger liturgical witness.[4]




  In his book Liturgical Theology, Simon Chan writes, “It is rather ironic that the evangelicalism that claims to be the heir of the opponents of Protestant liberalism in the nineteenth century should find itself unwittingly concurring with the father of liberalism, Friedrich Schleiermacher, who understood the source of religion to be found precisely in human subjectivity.” However, Chan’s insightful summary in Liturgical Theology actually reflects how compromised worship may become if theological and ecclesiological concerns are not included in liturgical studies. Patterns of biblical worship must be discerned from the whole canon and its theological integration of belief as well as practice.[5]




  An illustration of what can result from the neglect of these patterns discerned through the canonical-theological model can often be seen in evangelical sacramental theology (or its absence). Many Christians are well-entrenched in a new kind of disembodied “only the spirit matters” practice in worship. This can be seen when a congregation sings songs or hymns that generalize the love of God in terms limited to a feeling of divine affection for needy people without the particularity of how God has demonstrated this through Christ Jesus and by the Spirit in time and space. God has “so loved the world” in the particularity of the incarnation. Christian worship needs to reflect this story, this particularity. The appreciation for both divine and human embodiment in worship practice is vital for distinguishing Christian worship as a unique reenactment of the gospel, the good news of God’s salvation of his people through the incarnation, life, suffering, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus of Nazareth, God’s only begotten Son.




  The canonical-theological model for liturgical studies certainly looks to New Testament practice, as well as early church documents, catechisms and teaching, but it also draws on biblical texts that attend more directly with the corporate worship mandates and patterns in the Old Testament. The Mosaic framework for the sequence of sacrificial offerings, sacred space and ritual outlines, the liturgies embedded in the records of divine encounters in the Hebrew Scripture, and the language of worship used in Psalms and the teaching of the prophets all shape the worship of Israel. And the worship of Israel in homes, synagogues and temple provided the rich patterns that were the foundations of Christian worship in its earliest days. The full spectrum of canonical-theological resources should still inform and shape the worship of the church.




  The Shape of This Text for Students and Teachers




  There are two primary sections in this text. The first consists of seven chapters that explore in depth the biblical patterns for Christian worship found within the canon of Scripture. First I look at texts of origins, Genesis 1–4, and examine the character of God, the creation of humankind, the corruption of the fall and the beginning of the first “worship wars.” The first important idea for any worshiper to consider is who is worshiped and how that “who” has desired to be worshiped. The basic rhythm and pattern of biblical worship has been designed by God from the very beginning.




  The second chapter is an overview of how God’s people have been identified by their exclusive relationship with God throughout the canon. This theme is expanded specifically in the consideration of sabbath holiness and the importance of sacred space. Chapter three builds on that overview and considers specifically the exclusive nature of worship that dethrones all other potential gods. The issue of worship leadership and the nature of sacred space and holiness are explored more fully. The fourth chapter brings together the pattern of divine liturgy that reflects the story of God’s salvation and gives shape to biblical worship.




  Chapter five examines the danger of ambiguity of intentions that can render worship unworthy of God. Using worship as a direct means to ends other than the blessing of God erodes the true fear of the Lord that reminds all worshipers of their humble status that needs God’s initiative and depends on God’s grace alone. It is the fear of the Lord that lends needed wisdom to worship leaders to lead the congregation through a service that both blesses God and recognizes the necessity of God’s mediation for that very intention.




  Chapter six considers the issue of holiness, righteousness and justice for those called to worship the God whose character reflects all those attributes. Chapter seven concludes the first section of the book that looks at the canonical sources for the design of biblical worship by considering the transition between the worship of Israel in the Hebrew Scriptures during the exile, intertestamental period, the development of synagogues and the worship of the early church reflected in New Testament texts.




  The second part of the book considers how the biblical pattern for Christian worship has been kept, corrupted, reformed, reclaimed and challenged throughout church history. Chapter eight focuses on the patristic centuries that in many ways made a noble effort to clarify the faith through the worship practices of the church. Chapter nine considers medieval Christendom and the challenges of faithfulness to story-shaped worship in an age of powerful clergy and the marginalization of laity. This chapter goes on to discuss the efforts of the early reformers to recover both story-shaped worship as well as the priesthood of all believers. Chapter ten concludes this section with a survey of post-Reformation challenges to story-shaped worship that particularly concern the rise of individualism during the Enlightenment. The chapter addresses issues concerning the potential corruption of worship when God’s story of salvation is eclipsed by an individual’s or congregation’s experience of that salvation.




  There is a brief “workshop” section after each chapter in the book that offers a variety of ways to specifically think through and respond to ideas and challenges from the preceding chapter. There are suggestions on how to consider the content of the chapter in the light of particular congregational liturgies, particular worship space and historical patterns, and many other variables for specific situations. Teachers and students can select all or some of the ideas for assignments, research, writing projects, or individual and group praxis sessions. Right now, write a one-sentence definition of worship for your first “workshop.”




  At the end of the book there is a short glossary as well as a bibliography for further reading and study. This is followed by a topical index and Scripture index.




  As You Begin




  The central objective of this book is to help students, teachers, worship leaders and congregations ask better questions about the intention of worship and the God who is worshiped. The questions one often asks in teaching, designing or engaging in worship are very often centered on our personal satisfaction, pleasure, comfort zones and style preferences. However, it is wiser to ask questions that center first on the character of God, the truth of Scripture, the pattern of worship with the biblical account and what the church has learned (for good or for ill) about what is pleasing and acceptable to God. Too often one’s consideration of worship centers on utility and outcome: “Did it work? Did it move the congregation? What did I get out of it? Was the style, my style?” Too often the means are justified by the positive evaluation of our own desired outcome. But means and ends are both important to God. And worship is best shaped by first considering the God who is worshiped, not the preferences of significantly flawed people whose “righteousness is a filthy rag”! One way to curtail well-intentioned but self-centered ambition in worship is through the study of Scripture, the consideration of who God is, and what God regards as an offering of worship that is “holy and acceptable” (Rom 12:1). And, within my own limitations, that’s what this book is all about!




  It has taken me a lifetime to write this book. Although Paul assures me that I have been known by God “before the foundation of the world” (Ephesians 1:4) and that I was “crucified with Christ” (Galatians 2:19) and raised with him and “hidden with Christ in God” (Colossians 3:3), I did not know this God who loved me first (1 John 4:19) until I was a nineteen-year-old college junior. Although I was raised in a loving, affectionate and very functional home, we were a family that occasionally “went to church” but knew nothing of really “going to worship.” I began my Christian journey with a new Bible and a few friends who met in Liberty Park to celebrate the Lord’s Supper with french fries and Coke. And God began his good work (Philippians 1:6).




  I had a lot to learn about God’s story revealed in Scripture. I had a lot to learn about worship that is shaped by that story and not the seasons of my own life. I had a lot to learn about the church as the bride of Christ beloved by God and indwelled by the Spirit to be “the fullness of him who fills all in all” (Ephesians 1:23). I am grateful that God loves his work in me and in us. I am grateful that the stories of poor Uzzah, Ananias and Sapphira only happened once. We’d all be dead. I am grateful that God still calls his people to worship and that God helps us learn through word and Spirit in the company of his people to answer that call in a way that is holy and acceptable to him. I am grateful that God’s love is steadfast and everlasting, because it does take a lifetime to learn well. I wrote this book as a work of thanksgiving for what I’ve learned so far as a disciple of Jesus in the company of faithful pilgrims on the journey to God’s kingdom.




   




  PART ONE
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  BIBLICAL PATTERNS




  Story-Shaped Liturgy
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  Genesis and the Gospel




  THE BEGINNING OF WORSHIP




  And the LORD had regard for Abel and his offering.




  GENESIS 4:4




   




  Worship, like witness and mission, is part of a “living sacrifice” of one’s life to God that must be “holy and acceptable” (Romans 12:1). And God has every right to express what is “good and acceptable and perfect” (Romans 12:2)—what is pleasing to him and what is not. Worship must be focused on the character and the pleasure of the One who is worshiped. To “worship” with no thought of God, who is both the object of and mediator for worship, usually results in a service that merely manifests the effort, gifts or intentions that please worshipers and that they find acceptable. This chapter will highlight foundational principles of biblical worship from the beginning of God’s story in the texts of origins through the practices of the patriarchs of God’s people prior to the emergence of Israel as a nation under the leadership of Moses.




  It’s not unusual today for Christian congregations to have two styles of worship, usually designated “traditional” and “contemporary”—and often meeting in two different settings. Often the decision to develop these two styles is based on congregational interest in attracting different kinds of worshipers with distinct preferences, especially in music. When worship is designed for congregational taste and preferences, however, God as the mediator and center of the worshiper’s intent is easily lost. Services of worship can become storefront windows advertising the attractions of a community instead of an offering of the congregation’s gifts intended for God’s acceptance and pleasure, centered on God’s glory.




  Worship that is pleasing and acceptable to God can be offered in many different styles; style itself is not the issue. A liturgy encompassing biblical patterns and focused on God as the only “audience” can please God no matter the style of accompaniment, whether praise band and bongo drums or pipe organ and handbells. A congregation may use either hymnals or overhead projections, but worship itself is evaluated not by the satisfaction of personal preference but by its acceptance by God as pleasing and honoring to him.




  The First “Worship War”




  Today’s “worship wars” are often waged around issues, such as “style,” that are not of ultimate concern. A congregation may split into two communities, usually designed to offer what each group wants. People with the praise band in the gym, a short sermon with a shirt-sleeved pastor propped on a stool, assume the people in the sanctuary with no overhead projection—just hymnbooks, a choir, a robed pastor and a pulpit—really need to loosen up. And the sanctuary pew people assume the gymnasium people in their folding chairs need to get serious. But those who attend the traditional service and those who attend the contemporary service can both fail at worship that pleases God because they are more concerned with what pleases them!




  “Worship wars” can be pretty serious. The first murder in the Bible happened as the result of a worship war! Genesis 4 is an account of two brothers who each brought an offering from their chosen work to the LORD as an act of worship. Both brothers were engaged in work that God had mandated (Genesis 1:29-30; 2:15). The elder brother, Cain, was a farmer who tilled the land, and his younger brother Abel engaged in animal husbandry as a shepherd. Genesis summarizes God’s response to each offering: “the LORD had regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his offering he had no regard” (Genesis 4:4-5). In the Hebrew text the word rendered “regard” literally conveys the idea that God “looked” at Abel’s offering and God “did not look” at Cain’s offering.




  Biblical scholars often affirm the ancient opinion that Abel’s offering was consumed by fire as a sign that God accepted the offering of the younger sibling, but that Cain’s offering was essentially ignored, as no fire fell on it. Regardless of this ancient interpretive assumption, it is also common for scholars, as well as pastors and Bible students, to note the subtle distinction of quality in the offerings themselves. Abel offered “the firstlings of his flock, their fat portions” (4:4); Abel offered the first and best of the flock’s increase. However, Cain’s offering is an apparent contrast in quality, as he brought the LORD, without any superlatives noted in the Hebrew text, “an offering of the fruit of the ground” (4:3). From this it might be surmised that God is pleased with an offering of the “best,” not just the ordinary. However, this may or may not be helpful in discerning biblical patterns of Christian worship. Aren’t all believers called to “sing to the LORD a new song,” not just the choir-worthy or those with great voices fit for the worship team? One must look carefully at the text to rightly discern what pleased or failed to please God in the offering of worship given by these two brothers.




  The most significant indicator of what may have pleased or not pleased the LORD in this biblical account is Cain’s reaction to God’s disregard of his gift. Cain got angry and “his countenance fell” (4:5). The repetition of Cain’s reaction in the following verse (4:6) is one way that Hebrew writing reflects what is important and is to be remembered in the text. The repetition may reflect the long oral history of the story. The storyteller is saying, “Now listen and remember this point.” The point in this text is that Cain’s anger and resulting emotional frown betrays his thorough preoccupation with himself. In fact, Cain is so angry about the LORD’s regard for Abel’s offering that he kills his brother! God’s pleasure in Abel’s gift and how he might make a pleasing offering was the farthest thing from Cain’s mind.




  Furthermore, this self-centeredness is underscored in the text by Cain’s protest of the LORD’s discipline and banishment. Genesis 4:13-14 recounts Cain’s biggest concerns about how the situation affects him, his punishment and his estrangement from all he had known. And this reveals the heart of what was wrong with Cain’s worship. It was all about Cain himself from beginning to end.




  The LORD’s attempt to refocus Cain’s attitude toward worship is reflected in God’s last question, “If you do well, will you not be accepted?”(4:7). The LORD knows that Cain’s true self is reflected in his offer of the fruit of his labors as worship. How one “serves” the LORD is indicative of how one “worships” the LORD. What one does and how one does it really is indicative of who one is and what one truly believes. Cain’s heart, life, being was centered on what he wanted, even in his worship.




  Genesis 4:1-16, for the most part, centers on Cain’s dilemma and serves as a cautionary picture about the fulminating nature of sin, and the divine willingness to reach out to this wayward son even as the Lord God had sought his parents (Genesis 3:9; 4:6-7, 9). However, one must ask, what was it about Abel’s sacrifice that caught God’s eye in his divine regard? While acknowledging the limits of what the texts of origins in Genesis reveal, one must also consider the whole of Scripture’s story, which affirms that “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins” (Hebrews 9:22); it may be that Abel reenacted the story of salvation that he had learned through his family’s experience with Yahweh. Yahweh himself, in “making garments of skins,” had sacrificed an animal as a foreshadowing work of atonement to cover the sin of his parents (Genesis 3:21). Abel had discerned by grace that worship was all about God and his saving work on behalf of humankind. Abel symbolically reenacted that story of salvation—and this is the heart of worship that God still regards as acceptable and perfect. God regarded (took notice of) Abel’s sacrifice because God saw himself reflected in this act of worship.




  Lex orandi, lex credendi is an ancient Latin phrase coined by the early church fathers. It translates as “The law of prayer is the law of belief.” The phrase highlights the reality that how people pray and how much people truly depend on prayer reflects not just what people say they believe, but what they actually do believe. How people worship, what they say and sing in worship, how they listen, respond, and act during worship (disregarding for the moment the possibility of physical constraints or situational factors) does reflect what they truly believe about the God they worship.




  In the Beginning




  Who is the God of the Bible? What does Scripture reveal about this God who is to be worshiped? The beginning texts of Genesis reflect a God who is a Creator radically distinct from what he creates. God creates all that is ex nihilo, out of nothing. The affirmation of this idea is foundational to biblical faith. Faith as defined in the New Testament book of Hebrews is “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1-2). To illustrate examples of such a faith for God’s people, Hebrews 11:3 begins a long litany of the faithful with a declaration of divine creation ex nihilo: “By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God, so that what is seen was made from things that are not visible.” Hebrews’ first “Hall of Faith” inductee is Abel, who “offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain’s. Through this he received approval as righteous, God himself giving approval to his gifts” (Hebrews 11:4).




  The first three chapters of Genesis are commonly referred to as “texts of origins” and are a foundational introduction to the story of God’s revelation to and history with his people in time and space. These opening chapters give us a brief yet vital glimpse of something no one living has ever experienced: life before the fall of humankind into sin and rebellion. It’s important to consider these texts, even in a limited way, because they offer an idea of what has been on God’s heart and what was God’s ultimate desire and design for his people and his creation. The texts of origins echo throughout the biblical canon. For example, the description of the garden, its orientation toward the east, and its rivers and trees are re-created symbolically in the design and décor of the tabernacle and the temple. In garden and in sanctuary, God calls his people to meet with him. The terms used for work given to humankind in the pre-fall chapters of Genesis are echoed in the description of the priestly labors in the tabernacle.




  Allen Ross, in his book Recalling the Hope of Glory, makes the point that “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.”[1] Over the course of several chapters Ross underscores the importance of the relationship between the details of the garden in the texts of origins and the unfolding of God’s revelation of his redemptive work which culminates in the gospel of Jesus and his headship over the body of Christ.




  It is significant to note that the texts of origins were important to Jesus in his dealing with the contemporary ideas and questions of his audience in the first century. For instance, when the Pharisees asked Jesus about the issue of divorce and appealed to the Mosaic law and its allowances, Jesus appealed to the texts of origins, making the point that at “the beginning it [divorce] was not so” (Matthew 19:8). Jesus asserts that the Mosaic law provided for the terms of divorce only because of the Israelites’ hardness of heart, not because it was ever part of God’s design or desire. (See Matthew 19:4-8 and its parallel in Mark 10:3-9 to note how Jesus uses the texts of origins as the basis of his reply.) Texts of origins are important to consider when dealing with questions of who God is and what God desires. Texts of origins are significant when trying to understand what pleases God in worship, work and human relationships.




  From the opening chapter of Genesis, the Creator God made the cosmos by the divine word in an orderly, sequential fashion. The breath of God hovered over the primordial chaos and then spoke all that is into being. God mitigates chaos by preparing, planning and ordering the work of creation. By extension, one might anticipate that the worship of such a God should reflect God’s character in how it is prepared, planned and ordered. Worship liturgies and even the sacred space in which one worships this God should reflect a God who brings order out of chaos, light out of darkness.[2]




  Many medieval European cathedrals portray this idea visually. The back of the nave, whether having a vaulted Gothic ceiling or a Romanesque flattened ceiling, is usually darker as the worshiper enters. The area might be barely lit by small windows, but the eye is quickly drawn to the front of the sanctuary which is made brighter in a variety of ways: by windows, art, candles and lamps. As worshipers enter this kind of sacred space, they move from darkness toward the light. Even in less ornate worship settings, sanctuaries are often designed with a large stained-glass window or graced with bright artwork on the wall that will face the congregation as they enter the place designated for worship.




  The opening chapters of Genesis also reflect a God who is creative as the “maker of heaven and earth.” It doesn’t seem like God creates everything the same way. Rather, the first chapter of Genesis relates that God created in a variety of ways. God’s creative activity is reflected in the variety of Hebrew verbs used in the biblical record. God “separated,” “gathered,” “brought forth,” “set” and “created” in a deliberate and multifaceted way that honored God’s own character. So the God who is the object of biblical worship is a God who enjoys variety within the rhythmic orderliness of creation.




  One of the ways that worship can reflect both variety and ordered rhythm is the design of worship throughout the liturgical year. Within biblical patterns for worship, the regular order of worship elements for a liturgy helps worshipers enter into the divine rhythm, not just for the service but for all of life. Within this liturgical rhythm there can be a variety of expressions to help keep the rhythm fresh and vibrant. God’s design in creation itself displays a “liturgy” that helps people know what to expect next, like the phases of the moon, the rising and setting times of the sun. And, the myriad of things within the cosmic order—fruit, birds, flowers and the like—reflect God’s affection for variety and help us experience creation’s rhythm in a new way.




  Early twentieth-century writer G. K. Chesterton, in his book Orthodoxy, catches a bit of God’s affection for order as well as surprise when he reflects with his typical humorous edge:




  

    Now, to put the matter [the idea that repetition inherently leads to boredom] in a popular phrase, it might be true that the sun rises regularly because he never gets tired of rising. His routine might be due, not to a lifelessness, but to a rush of life. The thing I mean can be seen, for instance, in children, when they find some game or joke that they specially enjoy. A child kicks his legs rhythmically through excess, not absence, of life. Because children have abounding vitality, because they are in spirit fierce and free, therefore they want things repeated and unchanged.




    They always say, “Do it again”; and the grown-up person does it again until he is nearly dead. For grown-up people are not strong enough to exult in monotony. But perhaps God is strong enough to exult in monotony.




    It is possible that God says every morning, “Do it again” to the sun; and every evening, “Do it again” to the moon. It may not be automatic necessity that makes all daisies alike; it may be that God makes every daisy separately, but has never got tired of making them. It may be that He has the eternal appetite of infancy; for we have sinned and grown old, and our Father is younger than we. The repetition in Nature may not be a mere recurrence; it may be a theatrical encore.[3]


  




  This rather fanciful reflection celebrates both the rhythm and the variety embedded in creation itself. To worship the Creator of the cosmos in a way that reflects the divine character would display a repetitive rhythm as well as variations in expression. This is a significant bedrock aspect of liturgical development.




  Order, Rhythm and Creative Variety in Worship




  The word “liturgy” comes from the Greek language and originally meant “the public work or service to their god(s).” The use of the word “liturgy” therefore focuses on how a particular group of people go about worshiping God. So a “liturgy” essentially is an order of worship. Worship is work. Worship is how God’s people serve the maker of heaven and earth. Liturgy is the rhythm and design of this work through which all worshipers join together to please God. Biblical liturgies, whether they reflect an historically full or only partially developed pattern, all have a rhythm that helps the worshiper anticipate what comes next in a congregation’s service to God. Regrettably, the use of the word “liturgy” is sometimes misused as a shorthand for a particular style of worship. Liturgy is often attached only to services with an atmosphere of formality, such as services that incorporate written prayers, set refrains used as congregational responses, three hymns and a benediction. However, all orders of worship use a liturgy, all congregational worship is liturgical.




  It is not uncommon in certain communities to hear someone say, “We don’t have a liturgy. We come in and sing for about a half an hour and then we have a teaching. Then we end with a prayer and another set of songs.” That is still a liturgy. That sequence, which rarely varies, is how people in that community of faith go about serving God through worship. A similar point was made earlier regarding “style,” whether the congregation meets week after week in the gymnasium for a “contemporary” service or in the sanctuary for the “traditional” service. In light of this, it is honoring to God and helpful for the congregation if the ordering of worship elements is repetitive even if variations are evident within a set liturgical rhythm.




  What a congregation does sequentially in the liturgy not only reflects a particular understanding of who God is as Creator (and Redeemer) but, in the long run, will shape congregations and individual believers as disciples. For example, for nearly two thousand years Christian worship has incorporated another source for a biblical pattern of worship, that of the birth, life, suffering, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus. Throughout the course of a year, songs and sermons, readings, creeds, testimonies, and sometimes the color of pastoral vestments, choir stoles, and even the colors of coverings for tables, altars, lecterns and pulpits mark the sequence of the Christian year. The liturgical season may influence what parts of Scripture are read and preached, what songs, hymns, and choir anthems are sung, what creed or congregational prayers are included.




  Using the incarnation, public ministry life, and Jesus’ death, resurrection and ascension as a rhythm for worship year after year helps to school the congregation’s theological balance and helps counter an overemphasis on only part of the story that may lead to a truncation of the whole gospel for all of life. Congregations usually begin to mark the liturgical year during Advent, the season of several weeks prior to Christmas. This is followed by a conscious reflective period during Lent, the time from Ash Wednesday to Easter Sunday. Holy Week, the week before Easter, is an exercise in slow motion that contemplates Jesus’ suffering and celebrates the triumph of God’s Son over sin and death in his own death and resurrection. The time closely following Easter Sunday marks the ascension of the Lord and the sending of the Spirit. The ascension and Pentecost are highly significant events in the Christian story and should be incorporated thoughtfully into Christian worship.
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