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9 - The Gathered Body
Like a River
   We often use the word “worship” in a general way to refer to our Sunday morning or other gatherings. Or we may speak of a specific part of the assembly as being worship, such as when we sing. Receiving the offering is also described as an act of worship.

   We need to understand the relationship between forms, and worship itself. Consider that it takes both water and a channel, to make a river. Picture what you have when both are present and if either is missing. So it is with worship! Worship forms are only channels, and they aren’t a river until they have water in them, that is, until the Spirit of God and the spirit of man are interacting with each other through those forms.
   Isn’t it true however, that we tend to think of the channel as being the river? We might think that if we are expressive while singing; if we sing loudly or quietly; or if we sing acapella or use deafening instruments – it implies that we are worshiping. 
   We might assume it is authentic worship if we spend an hour a day in quiet time. Or if we tithe or give ourselves in service to others. There are many things that Christians do that we think of as worship. 
   All traditions and forms have potential to be devoid of water, and worse yet, to deceive us into thinking that they themselves are worship!
Worship Leaders
   Worship leading, as in leading the assembly in lifting our voices to God, is a sacred task. Its sole purpose is to foster an environment which invites God’s presence and stimulates us to respond to Him. That’s all!
   The gathered body is comprised of people who have many other things on our minds. We bring today’s game and next week’s agenda into the assembly, along with our fears, doubts, needs, wants, pains, depression, jealousy, anger and all else that makes us who we are at the moment. We need help as we walk through life with voices shouting at us from every direction with their version of LIFE and this is one place we ought to be able to find it. The assembly is a time when worship leaders can help us connect with God and receive LIFE from Him. 
    However, they are only there to help us. Worship is not like an observer sport. It is a participatory event. We must do our part in focusing on God; making the words of the songs our own; allowing music to soften us and help us open up to God; and then responding as He invites. Our singing can be only noise, but it can also be rich interaction with God regardless of the expertise of our leader and others. It can be LIFE-giving interface with the living God, and that rests significantly with those in the pew.    

   I believe that God deliberately designed music as something that reaches to the core of man. It has power in us – a tool of God in His ministry to us and one we use in response to Him.
   There are celebrative and “family” songs in which we declare who we are as God’s people individually and collectively. And there are the focused praise and worship songs, meaning those which are addressed more intimately to God. Especially the latter are holy moments, and as much as possible our worship leading and our environment ought to demonstrate respect for that. Hindrances and distractions must be kept to a minimum. We are deliberately drawing near to GOD. Creator God. God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit. The God of Genesis 1:1 to Revelation 22:21. The Author and Giver of LIFE and the One who is Himself – LIFE! 
   Everything our leaders do in music, words, voices, graphics, audio-visual and more must be judged by that criterion. They are there to serve, not to entertain. They are alongside us, to help us as we worship God. They are the river bed, not the river. They are not what this is about – God is. The less conspicuous they desire to be, the more effective they are. Each ought to be as willing to be unseen, as to be seen. God will use who they are inwardly more than who they appear to be outwardly. Worship is very spirit in nature, and since both God and Satan are spirit the influence of either can be present.
   One of the most effective ways to lead worship, is to worship – and not for the video camera. And it is certainly true that those who have a rich, private worship experience will be more effective in publically leading others. 
   Further, a worship leader whose life is out of order will be a detriment to the richness of collective worship in a way similar to the effectiveness of a pastor whose life is compromised. In both cases there can be form because of gifts and personality, but authentic worship of God will be diminished.

   The quality of what worship leaders do is important too. Well-timed words on the screen and a technical team that flows together, do a lot to create an environment that minimizes distractions and stimulates our connecting with God. 
   Being committed to excellence and to the development of skill are as important here as they were in the building of the tabernacle as a place for God to dwell in Israel. Lighting and sound can be tools in their hand. Choosing songs under God’s guidance is a biggie. Sometimes He would lead us into an exuberant service and other times a more somber one. 
Gifts for Worship

   Our senses of seeing and hearing, and our ability to feel emotion, are gifts that can help us in focused individual or collective worship. But they themselves are not the river – they are only channels through which the water of communion with God can flow. 
   Our emotions can serve us in responding to God. He can use them to soften us up so we will surrender to Him. However, many Christians fail to move beyond having their senses stimulated. They think the good feeling is the river itself. They fail to deliberately advance to the point where they express worship by making their own declarations to God of His greatness and who He is to them. They stop short of personally and humbly offering themselves to Him even more deeply. It is at that point, where the worship experience can bring change in the individual’s spiritual journey. It is there, that LIFE can flow into us and make us more whole, because that is worship.    
   We also need to understand that worship can occur in a field or cave with no resources other than a heart or hearts drawn to God. And that there are many rich and meaningful ways in which to express private worship, including doing it silently in our office cubicle in a moment of need or overflowing joy. Our deaf, dumb and/or blind friends can worship Him as well as hearing, speaking and seeing folks.
Personal and Discussion Questions
A.  Do you agree that sometimes we think that the channel itself is the river, that is, we are satisfied with forms that may or may not include actual worship?
B.  How much help does the average Christian in the gathered body need, to enter into actual communion with God? 

   We need lots of help       We need a little help       No help needed!
C.  How do you respond to this statement on Page 27? “Worship is not like an observer sport. It is a participatory event. We must do our part in focusing on God; making the words of the songs our own; allowing music to soften us and help us open up to God; and then responding as He invites.”
D.  Is there anything in this chapter that you would take issue with?
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10 – Conclusion
   Growing in our worship of God and in the LIFE He gives is an incredibly rewarding experience. It begins with the life-changing event of being born again, followed by the process of countless spiritual encounters and choices through which we can become more like Jesus.
   We can tell a lot about where we’re at on the journey by stepping back and taking an honest look at ourselves. We can learn by listening to our conversations. What is most important to us is often revealed by what we talk about. And we can gain insight by reviewing our relationships and conflicts. 
   We can look at our emotions too. They often reveal whether we are being influenced by God, through our spirit, or by Satan through our soul. Are we joyful or sad – and why?
   Worship can have a lot to do with depression and with emotional well-being in general. It would often be difficult to worship God as David did, and stay depressed! Read Psalm 34 the next time you’re “down,” and worship with him. Declare to God – and to yourself, the devil, the angels, and anyone else who is listening – that He and His ways are good. Verbally surrender to Him. Declare your confidence in Him regardless of the circum-stances. Proclaim the victory but allow God to define what that means. Trust Him for justice; for vindication; and for His presence in the unknown. Let go of your rights, expectations and control. Nothing more accurately defines “worship!”
Contentment Is - -

   Contentment is both an act of, and the result of worship. It means being satisfied with the place God has for us. We are content with whatever He decides we should have regardless of how we compare to others. 
   Certainly we are diligent and industrious (laziness is an affront to God), but constantly wanting “more” so we can feel good about ourselves leads to all kinds of sin, as Paul says in I Tim. 6:10. Even he had to learn to be content, as he says in Philip. 4:11. In I Tim 6:6 he tells us that godliness with contentment is great gain – and certainly he is speaking of spiritual gain! 
   So what do we most want when we get up in the morning? And what is it that determines if it has been a good day or a bad day when we lay down at night? What can cause us to say “It is well with my soul,” and what has power to throw us into a tailspin? We can tell a lot about the object of our worship by looking at the fruit in our lives. Worship of God produces righteousness, peace and joy – in us and in those who see God in us and are thus drawn to Him.
   When we live a life of God-worship, nothing else has power to define us – to tell us who we are. Neither success nor failure; riches or poverty; happiness or sadness; health or sickness; acceptance or rejection by others – or anything else! All are body and soul based and we are now spirit based! 
Spiritual Maturity
   God worshipers are able to increasingly view life from His perspective and experience it by His power. As we mature we are less often handicapped by the human selfishness and weakness which had previously controlled us. Nothing defines us individually as much as what we pursue in an attempt to make life good. 
   As we grow in Christlikeness through God worship, our basic sense of who we are shifts from earthly influences and identities including the family we grew up in; abuses we suffered; personal failures and all else that connects us to the brokenness of this earth. We live with the sense of being a child of the King and are thus linked to all the resources of heaven to help us experience the Spirit-led life in this broken world.

   As we advance in our spiritual walk we see profound changes in our attitudes, affections, habits and thought patterns. We are renovated from the inside out, becoming a remarkably different person in many ways. The self-control which comes through surrender to God reshapes many of our bodies. Our homes become places of peace and safety for children, fewer of whom will be diagnosed with A.D.D. Our need for blood pressure pills and other prescriptions will decrease.

   It is in worshiping God that we are instructed, cleansed and empowered in a way that we see the works of the flesh (Gal. 5:19-21) supplanted by the Fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22-23). Life is now more enjoyable and we’re more fun to be around.
   As this happens, something like Isaiah 60:1-3 takes place: Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the LORD rises upon you. 2 See, darkness covers the earth and thick darkness is over the peoples, but the LORD rises upon you and his glory appears over you. 3 Nations will come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn. We need far fewer evangelism training classes because people are drawn to the obvious Presence in us. Note that they are not drawn to us – but to the Light.

A Worship Lifestyle   
   The authenticity of our worship is evidenced in every area of life. It is not just some-thing we do at certain times such as in church. It profoundly influences how we go about our work, family, recreation, and relationships in every setting. It dictates how we use every resource that God entrusts to us. 
   Money, sex, food and power enrich us personally and collectively when they function under the governance of our spirit. Think though, of how much hurt and brokenness they cause when they are body and soul-directed. The Christian who worships God in spirit and truth will be marked by how he or she handles these very practical parts of life.
   Christian “faith” is sometimes more focused on trusting God for things related to earthly health, wealth, comfort and pleasure, than on what would more accurately represent LIFE. In the latter context faith is practiced to help us trust God enough to surrender to Him so that we can enter more deeply into LIFE. Do we have as much faith in God to accept His will and His plan for us, as we would like to have to get what we want in earthly things? This helps confirm who or what is the object of our deepest affection.
Help in Troubled Times

   It is worship of God that will guide us through the coming political and economic storms. Such worship will purify our hearts; keep us from deception; empower us to live victoriously; equip us to bring others to Jesus; and enable us to suffer for His Name.  

   We will know that everything is a servant to God’s purposes – even the most corrupt of business or financial institutions or the most perverse of political leaders. Nobody and nothing overpowers Him. Only He will have the last word. We do not need to be disturbed. We can stand on the Rock of Truth that everything works for good for those who love God and are called according to His purposes, as Paul writes in Romans 8:28. That, is worship.

   Only the genuine, life-changing worship of God can enable us to live in a way that confirms ones’ anticipation of the return of our Lord Jesus. And only that, can equip us to view personal and world events through His eyes and see His purposes in all that is unfolding around us.
Peace in the Church
   The Kingdom of God transcends national, denominational and other lines that we so quickly draw. We are to be literally and actively “brother” and “sister” to all who are in relationship with God through Jesus Christ. That is, all who embrace the several doctrines which Christians have held to through the centuries. We will bless each other and refuse to separate over denominational distinctives. We will welcome others as part of the wholeness of God’s witness in our community and will learn from them. 

   The application of that little truth alone would radically change the church and her testimony! It is only possible when we are Spirit-led, which will only happen if God is truly the object of our worship. 
   When that happens, it will be the fulfillment of Jesus’ prayer in John 17:21, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. And that will be the proof of the pudding that the world is waiting for, to convince them that God is good and worthy of our worship.
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The Prostitute Bride
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An allegory, long, but best read in one sitting

I - A Beautiful Young Lady

A beautiful young lady

  who seemed to be perfect in every way

  was captured by a vicious and wicked man

  who took her away into captivity.

A strong young man knew of her beauty and worth

  and determined to rescue her

After much careful planning

  and at considerable risk

  he rescued the young lady

  and brought her to freedom

Her heart was filled with gratitude and love

  and she accepted his proposal for marriage

He said, "I want to prepare a perfect place for us to spend the rest of our lives together

"I will go away for a while

  and get our place ready

  then I will come back again

  and we will be united for life

"Until I come 

  you may stay with my family

  where you will have everything you need

"You will have food

  and clothing

  and shelter

"You will be protected from the cold and storm

  and from evil men who would be attracted to your beauty

  and misuse you

"I ask only that you keep yourself pure for me

  and set your heart on the things that would make us both happy"

The young lady promised to keep herself for him

  until he came back
She eagerly awaited his return

  But as the days turned into weeks

  and the weeks into months

  she began to lose her first-love

She would leave the safety of his family's home

  and wander the streets of the city

  making friends with the people there
She became aware of the desires of her body

  and began to give herself to men

  who were interested only in a fleeting moments pleasure

At first she was conscience-stricken

  and felt remorse for what she was doing

  but she looked around her

  and saw that "everyone else" was doing it too

And so

  as time went on

  and the groom tarried his coming

  she became more and more at ease in her waywardness
She even began to take money from men

  who were eager to indulge themselves in her beauty

She told herself, "I need this

  to buy the necessities of life"

But 
  she could never quite forget the young man's words

  "If you stay with my family

  you will have everything you need"

One day the young man returned

  with anticipation in his heart

He had completed the mansion for her

It was perfect in every way

  and would fill her life with joy forever
He came to her with outstretched arms

  expecting that she had kept herself for this day

But the moment he saw her

  he knew that something was wrong

She didn't have the glimmer in her eyes

  that would show her joy in his coming

She tried to greet him warmly

  but he knew that he had interrupted her life

  and interfered with things that were more important to her

He said, "I have come to take you home

  to the mansion I have prepared for you

  where we would live together forever

"But"

  he said

  "I see that you have not kept yourself for me

  and you don't really delight in my coming
"My perfect and pure bride

  has made herself a prostitute

  to the wicked men of the city

"Therefore

  you must leave the home of my family

  and spend the rest of your life in the streets of the city

  where your kind of wickedness abounds

  where there is cold

  and storm

  and hunger

  where men will use you for their pleasure

  with no respect for your real beauty and worth

"And I will find another bride

  who delights in my love

  enough to keep herself pure for me"

II In the Beginning

In the beginning

  God created the heavens and the earth

As a very special part of His creation

  He made man and woman

  even in His own image

One day Satan came

  and through deceit

  led man and woman into captivity

God was watching from heaven

  and immediately announced that He would rescue them

  even if it meant death for His own Son

After several thousand years of careful planning

  and at the expense of the life of His only Son

  God rescued man and woman

  and led them to freedom

Their hearts were filled with gratitude and love

  and they accepted His request that they become members of His family

The Son said, "I am going away for a while

  to prepare a mansion for you

  and I will come again

  and will take you to Myself

  that where I am

  there you might be also

"Until I come

  I will send another Counselor to be with you

  and He will lead you into everything good

"I will see that you have everything you need

  while you are awaiting My return

"You will have food

  and clothing

  and shelter

  and will lack no good thing
"If there is anything you need

  ask

  in My Name

  and I will see that you have it

  that your joy might be full

"I ask only that you seek the things I seek

  and keep yourself pure for Me"

The man and woman's hearts were overwhelmed

  and they promised to keep themselves for Him until He returned

But

  as the days turned into weeks

  and the weeks into months

  they began to lose their first-love

They began to leave the safety of that place

  where their minds were fastened on the One who had rescued them

No longer anticipating His imminent return

  they began to wander the streets of the world

  and to make friends with the people there

They became aware of the desires within themselves

  the desire for riches

  fame

  prestige

  security

  and power

More and more they gave themselves to these desires

  knowing full well that they gave satisfaction only for a little while

At first they were conscience-stricken

  and felt remorse for what they were doing

  because they knew it was displeasing to the One who had rescued them

  and Who was coming back for them soon

But

  as they looked around them

  they saw that "everyone else" was doing these things too

And so

  as time went on

  and the One who had bought their freedom tarried His coming

  they began to feel more and more at ease in these things

They even sought money above everything else

  saying to themselves "We need it to buy the necessities of life"

But they could not quite forget the words of the One who had rescued them

He had said to them

  "Seek first the things of My Kingdom

  and My righteousness

  and all of the necessities of life will be given to you"

One day their Savior returned

  with anticipation in His heart

He had completed the mansion for them

It would be perfect in every way

  and would fill their lives with joy forever

He came to them with outstretched arms

  but the moment He saw them

  He knew something was very wrong

They didn't have the glimmer in their eyes

  that would show their joy in His coming

They tried to greet Him warmly

  but He knew He had interrupted their lives

  and interfered with things that were more important to them

He said

  "I have come to take you home to the mansion I have prepared for you

  where we would live together forever
"But"

  He said

  "I see you have not kept yourselves for Me

"You have not trusted in My provision for you

  and you don't delight in My coming

"You, for whom I died

  to set you free from the one who deceived you

  and led you into captivity

  have again been deceived

  and been led astray from your first-love for Me

"My perfect and pure possession

  for whom I died

  have sold themselves into the wickedness around them

  for a fleeting moments pleasure

Even though you pretend to greet me warmly

  you may not enter into My kingdom

  which is reserved for those who have done what I asked

"Therefore 

  depart from Me

  ye cursed

  into everlasting fire

  which was prepared for the devil and his angels

  those who held you captive before I set you free

"I will find the truly righteous

  those who have done My will

  and don't just call Me 'Lord'

  and together

  we will enter into My mansion forever"

III If it is Really True

If it is really true

  that man is a special part of God's creation

  that part alone which is privileged to have fellowship with Him

And 

  if it is really true that

  when man decided to reject this love

  and scorn this fellowship

  God did not reject him

  but loved him enough to work through several thousand years of history

  to work out a plan for his redemption

  by sending His only Son to literally bear the punishment for all man's sins

And

  if it is true that Jesus left this earth

  for the express purpose of preparing a place for us to spend forever with Him

If it is true

  that heaven is a reality

  and Jesus is there today

  preparing an eternal home for us

And

  if it is really so that

  before He left

  He promised to send a Counselor from heaven to live inside us

  and that Counselor came at Pentecost

And

  if He has truly called us to be separate from the world

  and to be conformed to Himself

  being changed into His likeness

  more and more

If He asked us to deny the old fleshly desires within us

  and willingly bear our cross daily

  cheerfully suffering abuse for Him

  and the loss of things that bring pleasure for only a fleeting moment

If He really meant what He said when He told us

  "As the Father sent Me

  so send I you"

And

  "Not everyone who says to Me

  'Lord, Lord'

  shall enter the Kingdom of Heaven

  but only he who does the will of My Father Who is in Heaven"

If His commandments stand

  that we are to love one another

  and that we are not forgiven if we don't forgive
If Jesus wasn't only kidding when He said

  "No one can serve two masters

  for either he will hate the one and love the other

  or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other

  you cannot serve God and mammon"

And

  if the Bible is speaking to present day Christians

  when it says

  "As obedient children

  do not be conformed to the passions of your former ignorance

  but as He who called you is holy

  be holy yourself in all your conduct"

And if it is true that Jesus is literally coming back again

  soon

  for His church

  which is His bride

  and taking only those who have set their hearts and minds on Him

  and who have kept themselves pure and unspotted

  and have looked for His return

And

  if hell is a reality

  and not just fiction

  or some scare story

  and if those whose lives do not show that they love Him with all their hearts

  will be thrown into the lake of fire

  forever

Then - - - - - - - - - - ?

IV - Then Why 

Then why don't we more earnestly seek fellowship with God?

And why do we reject the love that compelled Jesus to die for us?

Why don't we think of heaven as a reality

  and live now like we're getting ready to go there

  instead of living like this world is all there is?

Why do we get so carried away by the cares of this life

  and exhaust ourselves physically

  and drain ourselves spiritually

  and literally destroy families

  in the pursuit of this world's empty pleasures?

Why do we try to keep up with the ungodly around us

  for whom the things of life are the best they will ever have?

Why are we so quick to accept the values and goals of this world

  which is ruled by Satan

  the one who has eternally set himself against God?
Why do we continue to make excuses for ourselves

  and try to justify sin in our lives?

Why do we prostitute ourselves

  by using the gifts God gave us for His glory

  to fulfill our own sinful lusts and passions

  in the vain pursuit of self-fulfillment

  instead of using them in His service

  to His glory

  and our lasting joy?

Why are we so often unconcerned about denying the attitudes and habits of the old sinful nature?

Why are we so ashamed of Christ

  the One who left heaven

  and came to this earth

  to literally bear the punishment for our sin?

Why do we refrain from telling others about Him

  proclaiming His wonderful name everywhere we go?

Why do we think we can do what we please

  here on the earth

  and get into heaven because we have gone to church

  or avoided certain evils

  or done certain good deeds

  or called ourselves "Christian"?

Why do we tolerate the jealousy

  and bitterness

  and resentment

  that so fill our hearts at times?

Why do we allow the gossip

  and complaining

  and backbiting

  that so divide us as God's family?

Why do we refuse to forgive each other?

Why is the thought of Christ's return distant to us

  so distant that many of us don't even think about it from one month to another?

Why have so many Christians dismissed hell as a reality

  both for those who call Him "Lord"

  but don't obey Him

  and for those who have altogether refused and denied His rule in their lives?

V - It is Simply Because

It is simply because we have again been deceived

  by the one who deceived Adam and Eve in the garden

  the one whom Jesus crushed by His death and resurrection

  for all who believe!

He who has ears to hear

  let him hear

© 2003, Ken Stoltzfus, john2031.com, P.O. Box 228, Kidron, OH 44636 USA. 

















































PAGE  

