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DEDICATION

I dedicate this book to my beautiful daughters… Ashlyn, Madison and Elle… that some day these words might inspire and remind you of why your dad leaves the house with his guitar to inspire and remind others… how great is our God.






FOREWORD by Max Lucado


I never grow weary of telling the story of a nine-year-old housebound boy who was diagnosed with a case of mononucleosis. The doctor ordered him to stay indoors for the entire summer. He was a rambunctious, athletic, outgoing kid. To be told he must spend a summer indoors? No Little League baseball, fishing trips, or bike rides? Might as well trap an eagle in a birdcage.

This was a nine-year-old’s version of a tempest.

The boy’s dad, however, was a man of faith. He resolved to find something good in the quarantine. He sold guitars in his drugstore and wasn’t a half-bad guitarist himself. So he gave his son a guitar. Each morning the dad taught the boy a new chord or technique and told him to practice it all day. The youngster did. Turns out, the kid had a knack for playing the guitar. By the end of the summer, he was playing Willie Nelson tunes and beginning to write some songs of his own.

Within a few years he was leading worship in churches. Within a few decades he was regarded as the “most sung songwriter in the world.”I Few among us haven’t been blessed by his songs: “How Great Is Our God,” “Whom Shall I Fear,” “Our God.”

Chris Tomlin has spent a lifetime teaching us to do what he learned to do that summer—exchange his misfortune for music. Under his direction, millions of us have lifted our eyes off of ourselves and our own version of summer setbacks and set our eyes on our Father and His heavenly goodness.

I think the world of Chris. It’s an honor to call him a friend. We’ve traveled and ministered together on many occasions and in many places. He is a minstrel to our generation, reminding us that God is greater than any problem we face.

In this wonderful book, Chris does more than sing; he teaches. He shows us how to expand our view of God through worship. He calls us out of the me-driven world and into a worship-led life. As God grows larger, self and even our struggles seem smaller. You will find this volume to be full of insight, encouragement, and guidance. Chris bids us all to do what he learned to do as a youngster: focus less on our self-oriented pursuits and more on the greatness of God.

I never endured what Chris did. I was never stuck indoors, but I was stuck in a storm. In the early pages of my childhood memory, I see this picture. My father and I were fishing. Small boat on a huge lake on a great day for catching bass. Out of nowhere a storm swooped down upon the water. In a matter of moments, the lake was white-topped and the boat was bouncing. Gray clouds billowed, lightning zigzagged, rain pelleted the water surface and my ten-year-old heart bounced in my chest like sneakers in a clothes dryer. Fear had me in her talons. What other emotion could I feel? Every direction I looked was bad news. Look up and see the storm. Look down and see the waves. Look forward, I can’t see the beach.

But then I looked back. I looked at my father. He was driving the boat. His face was calm. Soaked and dripping, but calm. Who knows why, but it was. With hand on the throttle, he resolutely motored the boat toward the shore.

At that moment I realized something. I could behold the storm and find fear or behold my father and find faith.

I chose my father’s face.

So can we.

This life comes with storms. The presence of problems is inevitable. We cannot choose a storm-free life. But we can choose where to stare in the midst of one.

Thank you, Chris, for showing us how to look into the face of our Father.


	
I. “Chris Tomlin Most Sung Songwriter in the World,” CBNNews.com, July 2, 2013, www.cbn.com/cbnnews/us/2013/july/chris-tomlin-most-sung-songwriter-in-the-world/?mobile=false.








INTRODUCTION

The scene stunned the watching world. Coco Gauff, the teenage tennis phenom, had just defeated her last opponent to win the US Open Tennis Championships. She fell to the ground in relief. After congratulating her opponent and hugging her parents, she made her way to the bench where she sat down and burst into uncontrollable crying. Her next move? She knelt in front of her bench, folded her hands, and began to pray. ESPN captured the image well but completely whiffed on the caption:


@CocoGauff took a moment to soak it all in after winning her first grand slam title.



The celebrated football coach Tony Dungy couldn’t let it stand. He wrote back:


“I hate to break this to you SportsCenter but Coco Gauff was not ‘soaking it all in’ at this moment. She was praying. She has been very open about her Christian faith in the past. It seems obvious what she is doing here.”



To make it abundantly clear, Gauff later said, “I don’t pray for results. I just ask that I get the strength to give it my all. Whatever happens, happens. I’m so blessed in this life. I’m just thankful for this moment. I don’t have any words for it, to be honest.”

It is a picture of remarkable contrast. Coco Gauff, at the pinnacle of achievement in her career, pauses as though to say, “How great is our God,” and the watching world suggests she is soaking it up in self-satisfaction. Gauff shows us a picture of a worship-led life in a me-driven world. That’s the purpose of this book. It’s what I have sought to make the purpose of my life: leading people to worship God.

Clearly, we are living in a me-driven age. Everyone clamors to build their personal security, to craft their own brand, to make a name for themselves. Meanwhile, there is only one name worthy of worship. His is the name above every name: Jesus. It’s why I write songs. Just so we’re clear, though, a worship-led life is not about songs and singing. That’s why I’m writing this book. The songs are the soundtrack. The life is the story. In these pages I will share the wisdom I have gleaned and some of the stories behind some of the songs, but the point is to call and inspire you—not to merely sing the songs but to live the life.

From the earliest days of our fallen human race, we have sought glory for ourselves. From my earliest years, I have felt this me-driven spirit so strong around me, vying for my heart. At the same time, I was growing up in a family and in a church that were both pointing me to the greatness of God. Thank God His whisper is louder than the world’s shout.

One afternoon I was sitting in my apartment in Austin, Texas, with my Bible open, reading Psalm 104. It’s a beautiful song of praise that begins with this:


LORD my God, you are very great; you are clothed with splendor and majesty. The Lord wraps himself in light as with a garment; he stretches out the heavens like a tent. (vv. 1–2)



The Psalm continues with several verses layering high praises that celebrate the greatness of God.

Songs are mysteries, and I still don’t understand where they come from, but I remember grabbing my guitar one day when I read that psalm. And I began to sing out a simple chorus:

“How great is our God. Sing with me, how great is our God, and all will see how great is our God.”

I remember thinking to myself, This chorus is way too simple. It will never work. Weeks later I began to frame the verses around that chorus as I went back to Psalm 104 for inspiration. I worked hard to keep every lyric pointed to the greatness of God, with nothing about me or you in there.

Songs about our human need for help and deliverance are good, and certainly the Bible is filled with them. The Bible is also filled with Scriptures and songs devoted exclusively to the glory of God. I call the former songs of deliverance and the latter songs of transcendence. I have noticed over the years that the church tends to sing more songs of deliverance than songs of transcendence. It’s understandable, because we have such desperate need for God’s help. Yet I have noticed something else over the years: every time, without fail, those songs of transcendence completely change the room. They take our eyes off of ourselves and our needy situations and put them on God alone.

The more conscious we become of the greatness of God, the more we lose sight of ourselves and all the complex challenges of our lives. When we enter into new depths of relationship with God, our perspective and posture toward our problems also change. Maybe it’s why Jesus said things like this:


“So do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.” Matthew 6:31–33



This is one of the biggest keys to the worship-led life: if we want to break free of me-driven living, we must begin with God, not ourselves. Even in our songs, we tend to start where we are—at our point of desperation and need. But when we begin with ourselves, we never quite get our focus on God. If we instead begin with God and bring our exclusive focus to His greatness and glory, we mysteriously find our challenging situations lightening up and even lifting off of us. When we seek Him first, He takes care of the rest. Songs of deliverance tend to naturally find their place and rise up in the wake of songs of transcendence.

This is the point of a worship-led life. We all come to the table broken and needy. That fact is inescapable. We are all sinners, which is to say we have a self-centered gravity. A self-centered gravity leads to a me-driven world. In a me-driven world, everyone is desperately trying to orchestrate everything to solve their own problems and serve their own needs, interests, ambitions, agendas, projects, and so forth. The unintended result is that we try, with our worship, to bring God into our orbit—to enlist His movement to revolve around our activity (ironically, in His own name).

A worship-led life means living with a God-centered gravity—where we are the ones revolving our lives and everything in them around His reality. And isn’t that the ultimate reality? All of reality centers on God, whether we know it or not, whether we realize it or not, and whether we want it to or not. A worship-led life is an ever-growing awakening to this truth. It is the massive movement from “I need you to help me, God,” to “I want you to have me, God.” We are so prone to seeking God’s hand of help, and God is ever ready to help. What delights Him most, though, is when we start by seeking His face. After all, didn’t Jesus say something like, “Your Father knows what you need before you ask Him”? I think you are getting the point.

The worship-led life unfolds a “movemental” life—a movement from upward to inward and then outward. To be sure, as we lift our lives to God our good, good Father, He comes powerfully into the deepest recesses of our innermost selves, where He transforms us into His likeness. That is the secret of the worship-led life: Jesus Christ, the worship leader, within us. From here our lives move outward and into the lives of others by the person and power of the Holy Spirit.

Let’s look it at it through the lens of what Jesus called the greatest commandment. One day the religious authorities, to try and trip Jesus up, asked Him which was the greatest commandment in all of the Law. He swung for the fences:


“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind, and your neighbor as yourself.” (Luke 10:27 ESV)



It is as though Jesus responded, “Hello Love!” Love God. Love Yourself. Love Others. That’s the whole of the worship-led life, isn’t it? Upward. Inward. Outward. I want you to see this little book as an invitation to a live a worship-led life—a life lifted upward and transcended by the holiness and goodness of God our Father, a life transformed inwardly by the indwelling Jesus Christ, and a life of imparting the love of God to others by the Holy Spirit.

That’s my hope. I want to see many of you take your first steps into a worship-led life. I want to see many more of you take a deeper dive into a worship-led life. The me-driven life is tiring, uninteresting, and ultimately a waste of time. We all know where it leads: to a never-ending quest for more, which always turns out to be much less than we imagined. And aren’t we more than a little bit tired of a “driven” life? Isn’t it time we followed a better leader—one who doesn’t drive but leads us into the glorious reality of the greatness of God?

Here’s my counsel on how to proceed. I would love for you to carve out at least twenty-one minutes every day for the next twenty-one days. Ideally, that time will be first thing in the morning. Each day will guide you to read the reflection on the worship-led life. This will be followed by an element called The Bridge. In a song, we have the verses, the chorus, and then the bridge. The bridge is that part of the song which brings it all together and completes it. Finally, we will close each day with an element called Sing With Me. I’ll suggest a song or two we can sing together to lead us out into the day. You can find the songs on our playlist at www.christomlin.com/singwithme, or cobble together a playlist on whatever platform you prefer. Even better, ask a friend to join you on the journey and compare notes along the way about how you are growing. I hope even whole churches might consider taking this journey of a worship-led life all together.

One more thing. These twenty-one reflections on the worship-led life will have two bookends. I want to open our journey together with an invitation you will find below—the doorway into the worship-led life. It is the story of how God came down to us, which is why we lift our hearts up to Him in the first place. Through the closing bookend we will look forward to the end of all things broken and the beginning of all things made new.






THE INVITATION

When I was growing up, every single week without fail, my small-town church would end the same way: with an altar call. The pastor would give “the invitation” to anyone and everyone to come just as they were to the altar to repent of their sins and accept Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior. Then we would sing every verse of the classic hymn “Just as I Am” and wait to see who would come forward.

While I treasure these memories, I’d like to take a different approach. Rather than save it for the end, let’s begin with the invitation. A worship-led life begins at the altar. I invite you to kneel with me at the altar and consider the invitation—to enter into a relationship with the God of the cosmos.

There’s something we need to understand, though. It’s the bad news: until we have received and responded to this invitation, we are outside of relationship with God. How did this happen? you may ask. Doesn’t God love everyone? Absolutely. We need go no further than the most famous verse in the history of verses—John 3:16—to know this:


For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.



So why did God have to give up His only son? In short, because our ancient ancestors, and every one of us since then, opted for the me-driven world. Open your Bible and scan the incredible gifts of Genesis chapters one and two and see how God provided every extravagance for those of us made in His very image. He gave us everything we would ever need to live the worship-led life:


Now the LORD God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden; and there he put the man he had formed. The LORD God made all kinds of trees grow out of the ground—trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food. In the middle of the garden were the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Genesis 2:8–9



All the makings of the worship-led life were present from the very beginning. We were made to know and love God and to be known and loved by God. We were made to know and love each other and to be known and loved by each other. This is life in all its fullness. This is the worship-led life.

In the midst of this massive grant of provision came one simple warning:


The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it. And the LORD God commanded the man, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat from it you will certainly die.” Genesis 2:15–17



Then watch what happened:


Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the LORD God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?” Genesis 3:1



I want us to notice the deception here. God said we could eat from every tree in the garden but warned us about the one. Satan and evil work by distorting what God says in order to to deceive us. Deception paves the pathway into the me-driven world. Now, watch how deception works:


The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.’ ” Genesis 3:2–3



Weren’t there two trees in the middle of the garden? It makes me wonder if they stopped eating fruit from the Tree of Life. And what is this about “touching” the tree? Where did that come from? So much to ponder here. Watch how the deceiver takes this encounter to the next level:


“You will not certainly die,” the serpent said to the woman. “For God knows that when you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” Genesis 3:4–5



There it is. The father of all lies gives them the ultimate deception behind all temptation: “You will be like God.” We are created in the very image of God and yet still strive to be His equal. This is the me-driven world in a nutshell.


When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it. Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves. Genesis 3:6-7



This is the origin story of how we exchanged the worship-led life for the me-driven world. What happens next holds three of the most beautiful words in all of Scripture:


Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the LORD God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and they hid from the LORD God among the trees of the garden. But the LORD God called to the man, “Where are you?” Genesis 3:8–9



Where are you?

God comes to us in the lost state of our wandering, somewhere between self-loathing and self-protection, in the cool of the day, pursuing us with the piercing question of grace: Where are you? Instead of scolding, He seeks us out. Instead of accusing, He comes asking: Where are you? Into our regret He comes to restore us into relationship. We must come out of hiding and locate ourselves. Our forebears and all of us since entered into a cycle of shaming and blaming. Instead of humbly owning our lives, we proudly opted into the way of the me-driven world: self-justification.

Instead of death, God clothes us with garments of grace and grants us passage from the garden of His presence into the wilderness of the world.

Meanwhile, this story of the me-driven world doesn’t stop. Soon thereafter, Adam and Eve’s son Cain succumbs to the soul cancer of comparison. That leads to envy and a brewing rivalry with his brother, Abel, resulting in a fit of jealous rage that ends in murder. God asks Cain the ever-pressing question, “Where is your brother Abel?” (Genesis 4:9).

Where are you? Where is your brother? Where is your sister? Where is your neighbor?

In Genesis, we watch as the me-driven world comes to such compounded wickedness and complex brokenness that God determines to start over.


The LORD saw how great the wickedness of the human race had become on the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of the human heart was only evil all the time. The LORD regretted that he had made human beings on the earth, and his heart was deeply troubled. Genesis 6:5–6



Our great God searches for someone, anyone, walking a worship-led life, and He finds Noah:


Noah was a righteous man, blameless among the people of his time, and he walked faithfully with God. Genesis 6:9



If you don’t know the story from there, read it. Times have changed, but people have not. Despite the massive reset, this story of the me-driven world continues. We arrive on the ancient plains of Shinar just as the people conspire to overtake the heavens:


They said to each other, “Come, let’s make bricks and bake them thoroughly.” They used brick instead of stone, and tar for mortar. Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens, so that we may make a name for ourselves; otherwise we will be scattered over the face of the whole earth.” Genesis 11:3–4



The ambitious agenda of the me-driven world could not be more clear: “so that we may make a name for ourselves.” This story continues to the present moment. We all find ourselves in some state of hiding from God. As we hide from God, we become lost to ourselves. The first sign we have become lost to ourselves is how we endlessly begin comparing ourselves to others. The more we become lost to ourselves, the more we become all about ourselves. After all, in the me-driven world, the name of the game is the game of the name—making a name for ourselves.

There is another name, though, a name that stands above them all. It is the name of Jesus, the Son of God, whom our Father would send into our sin-sick situation to save us from the me-driven mess we have made of the world and restore us to the worship-led life for which we were made.

The name is Jesus.

Scripture calls Him the Second Adam—the one of whom it is said,


He became sin, who knew no sin

That we might become His righteousness

He humbled Himself and carried the cross

Love so amazing, love so amazing



The Bible uses a tiny yet massive word to capture all that is sick and broken about the me-driven world. That word is sin. Sin is the sickness infecting us all—the brokenness that has led us all to walk away from a worship-led life and become lost in a me-driven world. Sin is why we stand together at an altar with the Worship Leader, who is Jesus, considering the most gracious invitation in history and eternity.

This is the invitation into the worship-led life: to be forgiven of our fallen foray into the me-driven world; to receive the rescue for sinners and the ransom from heaven—indeed, to be reconciled to God; to be restored to the preciousness of sons and daughters of a good, good Father who can sing, “I am loved by you. It’s who I am.” The invitation is to be returned to our destiny as worshipers who rebuild the ruins of lost towns and corrupted cities, reclaiming wayward generations as holy unto the Lord. This invitation, born of the longing love of the Father, would cost Him His only Son:


But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Romans 5:8



Look how the great Prophet Isaiah spoke of this:


But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed. We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to our own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all. Isaiah 53:5–6
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