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  Introduction: What Can Go Wrong With Worship?

  
  







In the New Testament of our Bibles, the Apostle Paul wrote: “For whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction, so that through perseverance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope” (Romans 15:4). 




In this series of studies, I’d like us to review some Old Testament narratives for the purpose of obtaining the intended instruction and then to use that for our encouragement in some of the challenges we may be facing today. And some of those challenges will be: ‘Should I change church if another seems to be more successful in some sense?’ or ‘Would my faith survive the defection of a spiritual influencer in my life?’




But first, a word about the Bible. We should read it in one sense just as we read any other book. It’s not just another book, of course. Of all the books on our planet the Bible is uniquely a revelation from God. However, the master communicator employed the three universal human writing styles to engage our minds with eternal truths. Someone has assigned each chapter of the Bible to these writing styles and found that the Bible is 44% narrative; 33% poetry; and 23% discourse. It’s good to be aware of these different styles within our Bible. As far as reading skills go, it’s our awareness of how the Bible is divided into narrative, poetic and discourse writing styles that’s likely to help us most in making sense of what we’re reading.




First, we need to see what’s actually there in the text and not what’s supplied by our imagination. Second, we need to understand what we see as it was understood at the very first time it occurred. Third, we’re then faced with identifying the shared truth it teaches so that we might respond as intended. We want to stress the key point of ‘shared truth.’




It’s this idea of shared truth that’s key to successful Bible study. If we don’t pay sufficient attention to this, we’ll run the risk of ‘proof-texting.’ By that we mean lifting and twisting a Bible statement to superficially support our own opinion. Another error we may commit is to ‘over-spiritualise’ a text. That is, we view the plain text as a type of spiritual code. Now, place names in the Bible do have associations; there’s some symbolic force in certain things (such as snake and lion) and some numbers (e.g. 7, 12, 40) appear to serve as imagery. However, with the exception of figures of speech and Bible types (or ‘prophetic symbols’), we’re not intended to look for hidden meanings by reading between the lines of the text. Nor are we meant to allow our own ‘nice thoughts’ to control the text. Augustine once famously treated the parable of the Good Samaritan as an allegory, and I’ve heard the inn spoken of as a church of God! Don’t differences between believers often come down to flawed Bible study?




So far, we’ve identified the three styles of Biblical material: narrative, poetry, and discourse. We’ve also majored on the chief goal of Bible study and stated that it’s to arrive at finding the eternal truth being intentionally shared with us. We now need to put these two things together: for each style there is a specific approach to get at the truths being shared.




Narratives share truth in a particular way. They have distinguishing features: the setting; the characters; and a developing plot. Pay attention to these. A place may have a stigma attached to it. The timing may be in a time of famine. Characters may be painted as foolish, lame etc. Plots often feature conflict and resolution. Narratives don’t tell us, they show us. We may ask: ‘Does the author interpret what’s happening for us or does he pass any form of judgement? Depending on whether traits or actions by the characters are approved or disapproved, we learn to follow or avoid similar examples. Should there be no explicit judgement stated, we can go to clearer texts where the same action is commanded or prohibited elsewhere. And if there’s not even guidance anywhere else, then we take it simply as what happened, but not necessarily what should have happened. Let’s now put this approach to the test, as we take the example of Israel’s first king, king Saul.


“Samuel said, ‘Is it not true, though you were insignificant in your own eyes, that you became the head of the tribes of Israel? For the LORD anointed you as king over Israel. And the LORD sent you on a mission, and said, “Go and completely destroy the sinners, the Amalekites, and fight against them until they are eliminated.” Why then did you not obey the voice of the LORD? Instead, you loudly rushed upon the spoils and did what was evil in the sight of the LORD!’ Then Saul said to Samuel, ‘I did obey the voice of the LORD, for I went on the mission on which the LORD sent me; and I have brought Agag the king of Amalek, and have completely destroyed the Amalekites. But the people took some of the spoils, sheep and oxen, the choicest of the things designated for destruction, to sacrifice to the LORD your God at Gilgal.’ 




Samuel said, ‘Does the LORD have as much delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as in obeying the voice of the LORD? Behold, to obey is better than a sacrifice, and to pay attention is better than the fat of rams. For rebellion is as reprehensible as the sin of divination, and insubordination is as reprehensible as false religion and idolatry. Since you have rejected the word of the LORD, He has also rejected you from being king” (1 Samuel 15:17-23).




The setting is that Israel’s first king, Saul, has been sent on a mission by God. It’s a time of war, and God is seeking vengeance on his people’s long-standing enemy. The instruction given Saul was quite explicit: he was to completely eliminate the enemy. The developing plot is that Saul has not obeyed that command to the letter. Samuel is the old and faithful prophet of God who holds the king accountable for sparing and bringing back the enemy king and the very best of the enemy’s cattle. Samuel demands a reason for this disobedience. Saul has a defence, of sorts. It is that he or the people have had a better idea, meaning a better idea than God’s! They would bring back the best animals to sacrifice them to God. I now want to pick up on the prophet’s solemn response to this, he said: “to obey is better than a sacrifice.”




Animal sacrifices back then were, of course, the appropriate way to worship God. Worship is excellent, but the prophet had to remind the king from God that there was something that was even more important to God than a worshiping people – and that was an obedient people, people who carried out his simple instructions. A desire to worship is commendable, but not if it involves us playing fast and loose with the instructions and the teaching God has given us.




Today, many Christians would associate Christian worship with what may be called contemporary worship music. In itself, that’s not a bad thing, and could even be a good thing. But a philosopher, Andrew Fletcher I think it was, once said: ‘Let me write the songs of a nation. I don’t care who writes its laws.’ Do you see what he was saying? He was implying music is highly effective in promoting ideas. A set of lyrics with a catchy tune that loops around while stuck in people’s heads is more influential than a big book of rules stuck on a shelf.




There’s a strong following within youth culture of a way of ‘doing church’ or worshipping that might be described as taking place in a nightclub ambience. More commonly, it may be a worship band on a stage at the front of the congregation. The congregation appreciates the professionalism and the music lifts their mood. For many, if not all, the desire to exalt God is honourable and healthy. Even if the lyrics aren’t deep, they pass a doctrinal sniff test. But what background ideas are sometimes being promoted? As Christians, we’re intended to exercise discernment. Music, even so-called worship music, can at times become a powerful way to promote and make popular extreme and damaging interpretations of the Bible. 




Lively singing is good. It’s great to praise God with all our heart and soul, but also with our mind. We should always have our mind engaged. One church leader who’s closely connected with the promotion of some very popular contemporary worship music – music that’s sung by tens if not hundreds of thousands is on record as saying that Christ ‘laid his divinity aside.’ I do hope you’ll agree with me that this is a totally wrong understanding of Philippians 2:7 where it says that Christ ‘emptied himself.’ Having reduced Christ in these terms, makes it possible for some to claim that we, too, can live in the same way as Jesus lived – even with God’s ability to speak things into existence – to ‘name it and claim it.’




In this false way of interpreting the Bible, people come to see themselves as ‘little gods.’ It’s traceable back to the view once promoted that the believer ‘is as much the incarnation of God as Jesus Christ was.’ To all who love their Bibles and reverence the Lord, this is shocking heresy. A disciple in the Word of Faith Movement that resulted quotes our Lord as saying ‘I AM’ before he blasphemously adds and ‘… I am too.’ This false teaching says ‘Jesus is the first person ever to be born again’ out of the pit of hell after Satan had conquered him on the cross. Let me make it clear that this is seriously wrong teaching, even if crowds of people follow its promotional music today – some of them, it must be said, follow it blindly. Saul, too, was misguided or deceived – worshipful sacrifices that involve rejecting the plain teaching of God’s Word can never be acceptable to God. Worship is more than the lips, it’s about the heart. We’re not to let our feeling override our thinking or worse still just think with our feelings. To obey is better than a sacrifice. And pure teaching is better than a catchy tune.




Let us be careful to check out the background biblical thinking behind the messages promoted by some of the ‘rock star’ pastors who pack vast auditoriums and endorse one another by sharing platforms. Don’t forget that our copyright revenue may be going to support seriously false doctrine hidden away in their doctrinal statements, and it could turn out that we’re financially supporting an active proselytising cause today, one that at root is rank heresy. There again, there are ‘worship songs’ so vague that, if taken out of context, it’s simply not possible to tell the difference between singing to God or to our significant other: these songs confuse romantic love with Biblical love.
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