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      “Contrary to our natural inclinations, we were never meant to be the center of our lives. We were created for our lives to revolve around someone greater, with our eyes fixed not inward, but upward. Laura Story helps us look up and behold the beauty, grandeur, majesty, and holiness of our great God. Stand in Awe invites us into true, holy reverence for the one who is worthy of it all.”

      Courtney Doctor, Director of Women’s Initiatives, The Gospel Coalition; Bible teacher; author, From Garden to Glory; In View of God’s Mercies; and others

      “Stand in Awe calls us to behold the burning holiness of God and to respond with reverent worship. With biblical clarity and warm exhortation, it invites us to consider anew the consuming fire whose mercy still bids us draw near. May this book shape the worship of God’s people both when we are gathered in his presence and when we are scattered in the world.”

      Matthew Boswell, hymn writer and author; Pastor, the Trails Church; Professor of Worship Ministries, Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary

      “Our generation is starved for God. Every generation is, but ours may be especially so. We have been deeply conditioned for comfort and casualness. If reverence sounds boring, perhaps you’ve never experienced the thrill of God-centered awe, that ‘gloriously fearful reverence,’ as Laura Story calls it—your heart leaping out of its place at the startling wonder of God. This could be the most important book you’ve read in years.”

      David Mathis, senior teacher and executive editor, Desiring God; Pastor, Cities Church, Saint Paul, Minnesota; author, Habits of Grace

      “I am so glad Laura has written this book. It is insightful, authentic, and clear. As a fellow worship leader, songwriter, and Christian, I echo Laura’s desire to grow in our reverence for the Lord, resulting in grateful, holy worship. I was helped by this book, and you will be too.”

      Jordan Kauflin, Worship Pastor, Christ Covenant Church; hymn writer
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      Foreword

      There is no greater privilege in life than to be gathered into the Lord’s presence to worship him together. Laura has underscored that holy privilege in all her beautiful work for the church. We are honored to write a few words for this new work.

      This is in part because Kristyn and I always look forward to any chance to be with Laura and her family. They are just a delight in every way, and we always leave our time refreshed and encouraged—something this book will do for you.

      But we are also glad to commend it to you because this book’s theme is so vital for all of us as we live and worship our triune God in our present day. Candidly, we would even say that reverence is just not “normal” to our current thinking.

      As I spoke with Laura a couple of weeks ago, a memory from my childhood came flooding back.

      As a kid, I visited my grandfather only a few times a year, because it took a long time, at least in Northern Irish terms, to get there—an hour and twenty minutes! Our visits were often on Sundays, so we would have to set out on the long journey even earlier in order to be on time for church. The service was at 10 a.m., and my grandfather insisted that we be in our seats and ready forty-five minutes before the service began. Sunday worship was the highlight of his week, and he wanted to prepare his mind for the holy act of Christian worship. This preparation and approach to worship was just as important as the service itself. I have never forgotten that, even as I now try to be early to church with my family and help prepare them for this special time each week.

      The first few verses of Isaiah 66 were profoundly influential to me as a teenager, and they continued to shape me as I began working in church music. These words were the beginning of writing hymns of illumination:

      Thus says the Lord:

      “Heaven is my throne,

      and the earth is my footstool;

      what is the house that you would build for me,

      and what is the place of my rest?

      All these things my hand has made,

      and so all these things came to be, declares the Lord.

      But this is the one to whom I will look:

      he who is humble and contrite in spirit

      and trembles at my word. (Isa. 66:1–2)

      Through his Son, the Lord invites us to freely come. But we don’t come carelessly. We don’t listen half-heartedly. We come in joyful humility and grateful reverence and eager service. In fact, these verses tell us to tremble. Do we seek to honor the Lord and to care about his glory, righteousness, and praise so much that it might cause us to tremble?

      As we look throughout history, confusion in society is not a new problem, even as the face of it might change. Though a more casual approach to the worship service today seeks to make our worship more authentic or intimate, it actually does the opposite. Authentic worship begins with an authentic view of the God of the Bible, and the Scriptures teach us that he is more glorious and more gracious than we could ever imagine.

      Laura’s writing here helps frame how a posture of reverence is central to scriptural worship.  She highlights how self-focused our current worship and lives can be, and she shows the beauty of a life fully surrendered to the Lord. Reverence begins with the state of the heart, connects to how we sing together, and then flows out of our lives.

      It was said of sixteenth-century Scottish Reformer John Knox that he “feared God so much that he never feared the face of any man.”1 The fear of the Lord unlocks a deep joy intended for each of us that will come from nothing else. As Proverbs 9:10 says, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” It is also the beginning of all beauty, relational joy, and creativity.

      Our prayer for you, the reader of Laura’s book, and for the church at large through its influence, is for an increased reverence of the Lord that leaves you more in awe of God, more humbled when you enter his presence, and more joyful in your life with him.

      Soli Deo gloria,

      Keith Getty

      Hymn writer and musical artist

      Northern Ireland and Nashville, Tennessee

    

    
      
        1  William MacDonald, Believer’s Bible Commentary, ed. Art Farstad (Thomas Nelson, 1995), 1241.

      

    

  
    
      Introduction

      I have served as a music minister at Perimeter Church outside Atlanta for twenty years. That means for twenty years, I have woken up early, often rising before the sun, to make it to our Sunday-morning sound check on time. For the past twelve years, I have done so with multiple kids in tow, which is a challenging feat in itself. Many Sundays, we arrive only to realize that one child has forgotten a shoe and another is wrapped in a blanket—only a blanket. So as you can guess, we can often be seen raiding the lost and found or the community outreach donation bin for an outfit to borrow for the morning. Yes, it’s shameful, but is there really a more needy family than one with an unclothed child standing in the middle of the sanctuary?

      It was on one of these kinds of Sundays that we arrived, and I noticed that one of my twins, Benjamin, was still in his pajamas. But that wasn’t the funny part. The funny part was that the pale blue shirt he wore had a retro-looking picture of a shark from the movie Jaws on it with the caption reading, “I’m kind of a big deal!” I had to chuckle a little inside. “I’m kind of a big deal.”

      Though few of us would ever walk into a corporate worship setting with such a bold statement written across our chests, how many of us have entered such spaces subliminally thinking this very thing? Obviously, those who have been in the church world for a while know that worship is all about Jesus. That’s the Sunday school answer, right? We would never show up admitting that our focus on a Sunday morning is ourselves—our feelings, preferences, problems to solve, or expectations for our experience. But do we ever subconsciously walk into church asking, “What am I going to get out of this? Because I’m kind of a big deal.”

      Let me ask the question another way: If someone who knew nothing about Christianity or God visited the average North American church, what would that person conclude based on the topic of the sermon and the content of the songs? Would that individual conclude that God exists for man or that man exists for God? Would the way we talk about God and the language used in our spoken and sung prayers present an omnipotent, self-existent Deity who is worthy of our worship? Or would these words and themes simply convey our expectations of what this powerful Being can and should do for us?

      Don’t get me wrong. Since the very beginning of humanity, God has delighted in meeting with his people and is greatly glorified in how personally and faithfully he meets our needs. But when our focus and language in worship puts God’s ability to meet our needs at the forefront or makes it paramount, we must ask if we have gotten things out of order.

      And more is at risk than our view of who God is. When we show up to worship with our eyes focused on ourselves, we miss the beauty of the entire narrative of Scripture, whose main character is not us but God. God, existing in three persons, was delighting in his goodness and nature before the world began. Imagine the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit enjoying their shared glory without us! And then, in all their joy and splendor, almost as an overflow of sheer delight, the Trinity decided to invite us in: “Let us make man” (Gen. 1:26). We are beckoned to join in the intra-Trinitarian delight by worshiping our Lord and Creator in awe.

      I love the words of the psalmist:

      Oh come, let us worship and bow down;

      let us kneel before the Lord, our Maker!

      For he is our God,

      and we are the people of his pasture,

      and the sheep of his hand. (Ps. 95:6–7)

      The psalmist calls his people to come and worship our God. Notice that he doesn’t say, “Show up if you can” or “No worries if you are a little bit late because the Starbucks line was longer than expected.” He says, “Let us worship and bow down.”

      I’m not sure what type of church you attend, but I wonder when the last time was that you walked into your sanctuary, cathedral, or warehouse and began by lying prostrate on your face before the Lord. If I did that at my church, I would get some pretty strange looks at best and a defibrillator to the chest at worst! But the psalmist bids us to enter the house of God with this posture because it reminds us of two things right away: First, we come before a God who is completely other than us. He is a consuming fire. He is perfect and holy. He demands obedience. And he is good. None of this changed with the coming of Christ. There is no “newer and softer” version of God. The God of the Old Testament is the same God we serve today. D. G. Hart and John Muether explain that even though the Old Testament sacrificial system has been fulfilled by Christ on the cross, it still serves as a reminder to God’s people of his holiness and our sinfulness. “If God didn’t consume the sacrifices,” they explain, “he would consume the worshipers.”1 We must not replace our confidence with presumption. Through Jesus, we have been granted access to boldly approach his throne of grace (Heb. 4:16), but God is no less of a consuming fire (Deut. 4:24; Heb. 12:29). So how do we interact with this God?

      John Ortberg not so gently reminds us of how the Bible describes a normal encounter with God: “The general sense that occurs in the writings of Scripture is that when God shows up, people get blown away. They fall to the ground, they hide their face, they get radiant like light bulbs, they beg for mercy.”2 What do you think of this description of God? Maybe less approachable than you might prefer to think of him? I mention this picture not to cause undue fear but rather to inspire a right and holy fear. The truth of who God is should bring us low.

      But a second and equally stunning truth to consider is this: Not only is God completely other, magnificent, self-sufficient, and in need of no one else’s accolade, but this very God invites you and me to worship him. He calls us his people, even the sheep of his pasture, implying intimacy and care (Ps. 100:3). As those who have entrusted our lives to Jesus and wear his righteousness as our own (2 Cor. 5:21), we are invited to worship this majestic God. And what’s more, worshiping God is our very reason for existing.

      The Westminster Shorter Catechism calls glorifying God the “chief end of man.”3 Saint Ignatius elaborates on this idea well: “Man is created to praise, reverence, and serve God our Lord, and by this means to save his soul. The other things on the face of the earth are created for man to help him in attaining the end for which he is created.”4 Simply put, we were made to worship God. And when we fully embrace this truth, not only will our Sunday morning worship change—everything will change.

      This book is about reverence. It’s about how we enter corporate worship on the Lord’s Day, releasing our expectations and preferences and exchanging them for a deep desire for transformation. But it’s also about how we reverence God throughout the other six days of the week. It’s about believing that we exist for him rather than him for us, and this should be reflected in our prayers, our habits, our homes, and every other aspect of our lives. These are lessons I’ve learned as a music minister but also as a spouse, as a parent, and simply as a child of God. These are also lessons that I have learned as a songwriter and a recording artist who has spent way too many years believing, as Benjamin’s shirt proclaimed, that “I’m kind of a big deal.” These are lessons I am still learning and even feel a bit sheepish to be sharing, given how little progress I see in my own life some days. Yet they are lessons I believe in with all my heart, and I share them because I believe that a change in how we worship will result in a change in how we live.

      With the big picture of this book now in view, let me share a bit about the structure of the volume. In part 1, we focus on the foundational principles of reverence. What is reverence? What are false ideas we might possess about reverence? What is at stake in our lives and our communities if reverence is absent? And what examples can we find in Scripture to help us better understand reverence?

      In part 2, we look at four common forms of irreverence that God’s people often drift toward. I use the analogy of a road and some ditches. If reverence is the road to rightly approaching God, what are the ditches we need to be aware of and avoid falling into?

      Lastly, in part 3, we focus on application. How do we apply biblical principles to avoid the ditches we’ve identified? What are areas in our lives and in our worship that often lack reverence? What should reverence look like in corporate worship? How about the other six days of the week? My goal is not to give you a list of dos and don’ts but to paint a glorious picture of what we strive for. As those redeemed by God, we have no greater honor than being part of a people set apart to revere our most holy Father and Maker. My prayer is that our own glory, acclaim, preferences, and opinions might fade into the background as we “ascribe to the Lord the glory due his name” (Ps. 96:8).

    

    
      
        1  D. G. Hart and John R. Muether, With Reverence and Awe: Returning to the Basics of Reformed Worship (P&R, 2002), 123.

      

      
        2  John Ortberg, foreword to The Dangerous Act of Worship: Living God’s Call to Justice, by Mark Labberton (InterVarsity Press, 2007), 7.

      

      
        3  “The Westminster Shorter Catechism,” in Creeds, Confessions, and Catechisms, ed. Chad Van Dixhoorn (Crossway, 2022), 411 (q. 1).

      

      
        4  Saint Ignatius, The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius, trans. Louis J. Puhl (Newman, 1951), 12.

      

    

  
    
      Part 1

      Examining Reverence

    

  
    
      1

      What Is Reverence?

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

      Hebrews 12:28–29

      In 2013, my husband, Martin, and I had the amazing opportunity to visit Italy. I had been outside the United States only a handful of times, and with Martin’s interest in design and art, Italy was at the top of our bucket list. During our seven days there, we soaked up the culture, exploring museums, getting lost on cobblestone streets, and eating seemingly endless amounts of pasta and gelato. But the most memorable of those moments was visiting Saint Mark’s Basilica in Venice. The cathedral was located in a large piazza bustling with activity, yet when we entered the actual church, all noise immediately ceased. Walking through those great wooden doors, we were immediately overwhelmed by the expanse. The vaulted ceilings and upper walls were donned in colorful mosaics of saints and stories from the Bible and church history.

      Surrounded by visuals of my heritage of faith, I was instantly reminded that I am part of something much greater than myself. But most interesting to me was the universal hushed response of the visitors. Though this random group of tourists had come from all corners of the world—some probably God followers and others unfamiliar with the name of Jesus—we all stood in awe and reverence over what we beheld. The beauty of the craftsmanship, the weightiness of what was depicted, all of it made an impression. There is something about reverence that is written on our hearts as human beings. If reverence is, in fact, so ingrained in us, what exactly is it?

      Reverence, simply put, “implies profound respect mingled with love, devotion, or awe.”1 Reverence can be shown to a leader you respect, a set of ideals you hold to, or a certain establishment you believe in. We should revere the institution of marriage, for example. Even nonreligious people show reverence for people and ideas when they sacrifice their time and resources for them.

      For the purpose of this book, let’s define Christian reverence as follows: Reverence is a humble faith in and submission to the reality of God’s holiness, splendor, and goodness.

      Reverence toward God is more than mere respect. It involves a fundamental humility and self-forgetfulness—a sense that God is more important and greater than we are. Reverence is not just a nod; it’s a bow.

      Is reverence vital to the life of a believer? Jonathan Edwards says that “a true and faithful Christian does not make holy living a mere incidental thing, but it is his great concern. As the business of the soldier is to fight, so the business of the Christian is to be like Christ.”2 This Christian business includes reverence toward God.

      Renewing a Forgotten Virtue

      What does such bowing look like in a culture that prizes self-exaltation and autonomy? No matter how you define reverence, it’s easy to see that we live in an increasingly irreverent time. Paul Woodruff writes about reverence from a secular perspective, but he still lends great insight:

      Reverence begins in a deep understanding of human limitations. From this grows the capacity to be in awe of whatever we believe lies outside our control—God, truth, justice, nature, even death. . . . Reverence is the virtue that keeps human beings from trying to act like gods.3

      One of the reasons we see reverence on the decline is our culture’s mantra “Be anything you want to be.” It’s almost offensive in our current day to suggest that we might be created with any sort of limitations or obligations. But this recognition is the first step of reverence.

      Woodruff continues to identify all that falls apart whenever reverence fails, citing everything from the disappearance of the ritual of family dinner to the devaluing of life and the endless warring between countries.4 But it’s not just the larger things such as warring nations. We see irreverence in the wedding guest who shows up without sending in an RSVP or the blind date who ghosts you after months of texting. We see irreverence in the way people disrespect their parents, the elderly, or anyone else in authority over them. We see irreverence in the ease with which many people break off their commitments or refuse to make them in the first place. We have no obligations to others, and we expect no common courtesy of ourselves. With no social conventions to live by, no obligation except our personal fulfillment, there is nothing that compels us to show reverence.

      You may be wondering, “Is this mere perception? Can we really claim that we as a society are less reverent now than before?” Though it’s hard to measure something such as reverence, there are related areas that can be measured more easily. First, consider our Western culture’s growing distrust of leadership. In 2019, the Pew Research Center surveyed different age groups of Americans, seeking to gauge the level of trust and respect different generations had toward certain officials, such as military, religious, and political leaders. The study showed that while 91percent of people fifty years old and older revered and trusted the military, only 69 percent of eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds did—the widest gap in the study. The second greatest gap was in the case of religious leaders. While 71 percent of participants fifty years old and older revered and trusted religious leaders, only 50 percent of those ages eighteen to twenty-nine shared that respect.5
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