Growing Through Authentic Worship

By Richard D. Dobbins



Jesus defined authentic worship for us in John 4:23,24 (NIV): “A time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks. God is Spirit, and His worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth.”

The Sunday worship service can be so pretentious. That is, before others, we sometimes pretend to be what God and our family knows we are not. So, I want to define and explain five characteristics of authentic worshipers.

Authentic Worshipers Are Transparent

In the fourth chapter of John, the Samaritan woman wanted to engage Jesus in a theological debate (see John 4:7–30). She wanted to argue about which mountain was the appropriate place of worship. Jesus would have none of that. He cut through her religious contention and put his finger on the truth of her life.

If our worship is authentic, we are transparent and honest about what is happening in our lives. Jesus contrasts pretentious worship and authentic worship in His story about the Pharisee and the publican praying in the synagogue (see Luke 18:9–14). When the Pharisee prayed, he was praying to himself, because he said, “God, I thank you that I am not like other men — robbers, evildoers, adulterers — or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.” And he was referring primarily to the publican, who, in the same church at the same time, was kneeling smiting himself on the breast and praying, “God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”

You have to learn to be appropriately transparent with people and you have to learn to be totally transparent with God. That is the primary difference between the Pharisee and the publican: The Pharisee went church; the publican worshipped. He was an authentic worshiper.

Authentic Worshipers Are Committed

Our attendance at worship symbolizes our gratitude and commitment to God. We are grateful to Him for His love and grace. We are committed to offering Him our lives as channels of His love and grace to others. That is what worship is all about — a regular, communal expression of spiritual commitment — commitment to God and commitment to each other. The authentic worshiper understands both the vertical and horizontal dimensions of worship.

God has not called us to be Christians in isolation. We are members of His body, of His flesh, and of His bones. In 1 Corinthians 12 Paul reminds us that none of us is the entire Body, we are only members of the Body.

Bringing your body to church is the simplest part of worship. Keeping your mind there after you have gone to all the effort of getting your body there is the difficult part. When we are authentic in our worship, we are totally involved. We are transparent enough to confess to God and admit before people that we are a “work-in-progress” and committed enough not only to bringing our body to church, but also to focusing our mind, our spirit, and our emotions on the Cross, on the Word, and on celebrating the presence of God with our brothers and sisters in Christ.

Authentic Worshipers Are Faithful

Just as children must be taught habits necessary for good physical health, so you and I must learn some spiritual habits that are vital to good spiritual health. Staying physically healthy requires that we have special times and places for meeting our physical needs of nourishment and rest. In the same way, if we are going to stay spiritually healthy we must learn to set aside special times and places for worship.

In the Garden of Eden, God and Adam had special times and places for communing with each other. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were famous for their altars. God gave Moses specific plans for the construction of the tabernacle and instructed Israel about specific times they were to worship there. In Luke 4:16, we are told that Jesus was faithful to attend the synagogue on the Sabbath day. In Acts 3:1, Luke tells us that Peter and John had a habit of praying in the temple at about the same time every day.

Often, when people start attending a church they are enraptured with the newness of the worship. Then, as their commitment and their faithfulness is tested, they reach a place where they have grown spiritually bored. They are looking for novelty and they never really say that. They come to the pastor and say something like, “You know, pastor, when we came here the Word seemed so alive and the worship was so alive and we were fed; but you know, our souls are pretty lean now. We feel like we need to go where our souls can be truly fed.”

Authentic, committed, faithful worshipers do not do that. Your children do not decide to leave your family because they do not like what you brought home from the grocery store. We all need the discipline of staying where we are through the tough times.

Authentic Worshipers Are Reverent

Each of us has the capacity to ascribe unique meaning to places and objects. When you visit the White House or the Capitol Rotunda, you are awed by the respect given to these government buildings. If we have this kind of respect for historic sights, how much more respectful should we be of our place of worship?

Regardless of how plain or ornate your church may be there is a reason why the room set aside for worship is called a sanctuary. This is to be a place of refuge and protection. Learn something about the structure and design of the sanctuary of your church. Let the symbolism of that design speak to you and let it inspire you.

For example, if your church has a united chancel, the Communion table sits on the floor of the sanctuary in front of the pulpit just above it on the platform. This reminds the worshippers that Jesus is on their level and that His sacrifice (symbols of Communion) has satisfied the claims of God’s Word against them as sinners. The baptistery is behind the pulpit indicating that as Jesus has cleansed us from sin, we desire to obey the Word and be “buried” with Christ in baptism and rise to walk in the newness of His life. As new believers are baptized, it provides a wonderful reminder of the difference Christ has made in our lives.

Authentic Worshipers Are Involved

It does not make any sense to go to church and not get involved in worship. David encourages us to “Enter his gates with thanksgiving and his courts with praise; give thanks to him and praise his name” (Psalm 100:4). Praise opens the spirit to God and so does singing.

Often there is a strong generational contrast in styles of worship music. If we are not careful, each generation can so antagonize the other generation that they polarize and mutually exclude the worship styles of the other. But the church of Jesus Christ has never been for just one generation. There needs to be a blending of the generations. We who are older need to be tolerant of the sounds and styles of youth; youth need to be tolerant of the styles and sounds of the more historic church. The primary purpose of music is to prepare the heart for the teaching and preaching of the Word. Singing also creates an environment in which people can respond to the teaching and preaching of the Word.

Each of us needs to be confronted by the Bible. This is the purpose of preaching. Preaching addresses the conscience. Teaching addresses the mind. You and I need both. A preaching sermon is aimed at helping us respond to the prompting of conscience with a decision that results in a spiritual experience. A teaching sermon shows the hearer how to translate his spiritual experience into a practical Christ-centered life. Preaching confronts the hearer with what ought to be done; teaching explains how to do it.

Where are you in your relationship with God? When you go to church are you a worshiper or just a churchgoer? Are there issues in your life for which you need forgiveness? Why don’t you open your heart to Christ today? God wants to meet you at the place of your need right now and bless you with His best and highest for your life from this day forward.
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