The Way We Worship

In 2007 we will be offering a new series of articles in our Sunday worship folders explaining the various parts of the historic Christian service. We want to help our members as well as our guests to understand better why we worship the way we do. Many of the parts of the service go back nearly 2,000 years and beyond to the temple and synagogue worship of the Old Testament Jews.

The Invocation
The service begins with the Invocation (see p. 3), in which the pastor says, “In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” The Apostle Paul says in Colossians (3:17), “Whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.” If we Christians are to do everything in the name of Jesus, how much more shouldn’t we make sure to do public worship in his name? But there is even deeper meaning to these words. This phrase is the very phrase that was spoken over each of us at our baptism. So the pastor begins the service at the baptismal font,* at the very place where we first entered into a relationship with the Triune God. The Sunday worship experience begins where our spiritual life began—in baptism. As we begin to worship together with our fellow believers we are indicating that everything that will be done and said in the service is going to be done in the name of our Triune God.

* BG adds: the font in Citrus Heights is front and center of the main aisle; beginning the service here reflects a custom of Invocation through Absolution at this position even if the font is not located here. Another pastor’s explanation follows.

We begin our worship in the name of the Triune God each week to echo the words of God spoken over us at our own Baptism. When we hear the pastor speak the words in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit we are reminded that at our baptism we became spiritual children of the triune God. The Pastor makes the sign of the cross as a visible sign of the price that Jesus willingly paid to make you a child of God.  
Other 10-pt font is also BG’s addition.
The Confession of Sins
After the Invocation, the service continues with the Confession of Sins (see p. 3). John writes in his first letter, “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” It’s human nature to view ourselves as “pretty good people” and to try to cover up any faults that we have. But there is no covering up sin before God. He knows all things. As sinful people, we are not worthy to be in the presence of our holy King. That’s why when we confess our sins to God we plead for his mercy—to treat us better than we deserve. How wonderful that God has promised to do just that. He has promised that whenever we admit our failures, he forgives us immediately. How appropriate that the pastor stands between the cross and the baptismal font during the confession of sins. The cross reminds us that our sins were laid on Jesus. The font reminds us that, through baptism, we have been covered with Christ’s perfection. Be reassured this morning that when the pastor tells you that your sins are forgiven, he is the voice of God telling you that every sin has most certainly been removed.

The “main thing” is absolution, not confession. 

From another source (note catechism language): It is important to realize that when the pastor declares the forgiveness of sins to the congregation it is as valid and certain as if Christ himself stood before us and declared our sins forgiven.  With that in mind hear the words of Absolution spoken to you though my lips but from Jesus Christ himself.

The Kyrie
“Kyrie” is a Greek word that means “Lord.” It is the title for the first sung portion of liturgy that comes right after the confession of sins. When kings visited a town or village they were greeted with the shouted phrase, “kyrie eleison,” in English, “Lord, have mercy!” That’s what the blind man Bartimaeus shouted out when Jesus came to Jericho, where he lived. He wanted Jesus to give him his sight back. The Savior did just that. After confessing our sins in the service, we express our belief that Jesus is Lord and ask him to heal the brokenness and blindness that sin has brought into our lives. The Kyrie is one of the oldest parts of the liturgy, dating from the earliest days of the Church. Like many of the parts of our liturgy, it comes directly from the Scripture in Mark 10:47. Jesus answers our plea with the same love and power he expressed to Bartimaeus so long ago. The music expresses our humble plea most eloquently. Sing the Kyrie this morning with Bartimaeus’ humility and faith that the Lord will answer your plea for mercy, too.

A key point is that the Kyrie (especially in SWS compared to the “pentitential” position in CS) is a plea for mercy in all circumstancds of life, not only for sin.

The Absolution
The Absolution is the pastors’ proclamation of the forgiveness of sins following the confession of sins. The pastor speaks the absolution directly after the congregation sings “Lord, have mercy on us” (see p. 3). After his resurrection Jesus said to his disciples, “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.” He breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven” (John 20:21-23). Jesus has given all of his disciples the privilege of forgiving others’ sins. The pastor, who has been called by God to be a public speaker on God’s behalf, carries out this privilege in a corporate way when he absolves the people (a verb that means “washes away”). It is only after we have been absolved of our sins that we can truly worship the Lord in a God pleasing manner. May these words have a special sweetness in your ears whenever they are spoken in worship. Your sins have been forgiven!

The Song of Praise
After the angel Gabriel announced the birth of Jesus to the shepherds outside of Bethlehem, a massive multitude of angels joined together in a song of praise, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.” The glory belonged to God in heaven for setting his plan of salvation in motion. That plan would have his Son hiding his glory as God and being a human being. The result of that plan would bring peace to human beings, who by the grace of God believed his promise. The Church has been singing that song ever since. Throughout the centuries, filled with joy at the announcement that Jesus has taken away our sins, God’s people join our voices to the angels and sing Glory to God. From Greek to Latin to German and to English [and in many other languages throughout the world], the words have been translated but the song remains the same.

The Salutation (Greeting)  We’ve made a good beginning in worship when we confess our sins and our sinfulness to the Lord in the presence of our fellow believers, hear the assurance* in the absolution that our sins our forgiven, and then “in the peace of forgiveness” sing a song of praise to the Lord. Now we are ready to begin the next major part of the service—the Word. There is a very personal moment that begins this next part of the service, a back and forth greeting. The pastor extends a blessing to the congregation. “The Lord be with you.” The congregation echoes that blessing back to the person leading them in worship. “And also with you.” The salutation is a way for both pastor and congregation to say that what we are doing here is very important so I wish you God’s blessing as we do this hard spiritual work of worship. The pastor’s open-armed gesture visually extends the Lord’s blessing to the people of God. They look at him as they reply, “And also with you.”
Absolution is “delivery of the goods” – actual delivery of forgiveness, not only assurance.

The Scripture Lessons  In a congregation following biblical principles in her worship, the reading of the Scripture occupies an important place. Paul urged his young co-worker, Timothy, “devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture.” Such readings were a part of the synagogue services Jesus attended. Over the centuries since the Savior ascended to heaven the church has developed series of lessons that bring the worshipers the story of salvation from the Scriptures, based first on the events of Jesus’ life, and then forming a single theme for each Sunday’s worship. There is a lesson from the Old Testament, from the letters of the Apostles, and from the four Gospels. One lesson* from the Psalms is generally sung. The hymns, sermon and prayers for that day center around that theme, which is set by the Gospel.

* All scripture “teaches” but the psalm is conceived as a response to the first lesson, not merely as a fourth lesson.

The Psalm   Last week we considered the central role that the Scripture readings have in the service. Not to be overlooked among the Scripture Lessons is the Psalm. It is a unique part of the service in that it is both a Scripture Lesson and a sung portion of the service. The Psalm is chosen to go with the theme of the service or to reflect the season of the church year that the service is part of. Today’s Psalm (91) is a good example of how the Psalm can support and illuminate the theme of the day. As we consider Jesus’ temptation by the devil in the Gospel this morning, we are reassured in Psalm 91 that God is our refuge and that he will give us the victory when the devil tempts us.
The Creed

“Let us not give up meeting together, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.”  --Heb. 10:25.  

One of the many ways that Christians encourage one another when we meet together is to confess our common faith with the words of the creeds.  The word “creed” comes from the Latin credo which means “I believe.”  By saying the creed together, in a very real way we are reassuring one another, “You’re not crazy!  I believe this too!”  When we confess the truths that the Bible teaches in such simple ways, we remind ourselves and our brothers and sisters gathered around us what a precious faith we share.

The two main creeds which we use are the Apostles and the Nicene.  The Apostles is so named because it expresses the truths that the Apostles were inspired to write down in the New Testament.  It is the oldest creed, though no one knows exactly how old.  The Nicene was written by a gathering of Christian leaders in 325 AD in Nicea (present day Turkey) to fight against the false doctrine of a teacher named Arius who denied that Jesus was true God.
The Hymn of the Day   You’ve probably noticed in each Sunday’s worship folder that the hymn after the Creed and before the sermon is called the Hymn of the Day. It has that name because it is a hymn carefully chosen to reflect the theme of that day’s service or the season of the church year that the service is celebrating. The idea of having a Hymn of the Day goes back to Martin Luther and the Reformation. Luther wrote many hymns that were intended to be sung on specific days of the church year. For instance, he wrote hymns for Christmas, the Baptism of our Lord, Easter and Pentecost. These hymns not only praise God but also proclaim the saving deeds that the Lord performed on these important days. Notice that the Hymn of the Day is placed directly in the middle of the central part of the service called “the Word” (pp. 6-10 in today’s folder). It is placed here because the Word is also proclaimed in this hymn. In the moments before the service read through today’s readings and Psalm. Then read through the Hymn of the Day and ask yourself how it reflects the thoughts of today’s Scriptures. If you are able to identify the reoccurring themes, you are sure to get more out of the sermon and more out of the entire service.

The Sermon

Luke’s Gospel tells us that Jesus “…went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. And he stood up to read. Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him, and he began…” Every Sabbath, Jewish rabbis would stand to read the Scripture and then sit down to explain a portion of it to the people who were gathered. This custom became our modern sermon.

A sermon is the spoken word based on the written Word about the incarnate Word. In the sermon, the pastor is God’s herald. He delivers to the people gathered in front of him the message that God wants those people to hear. It is always deeply rooted in the message of the good news of salvation through Christ Jesus because that message is the central message of God’s Word. The pastor is bound by the text.  He must convey the message of the text to the people. This is why our Seminary insists that all of its pastors be able to work in the original languages of the Bible—Greek and Hebrew. They are obligated as a herald to know exactly what God is saying so that they can convey that message to God’s people. 
The “Create in Me”
God wants to create a new heart in us sinners. We can’t do that in ourselves any more than we could be born again. He has to do it, and he does it through the Word. In the service we’ve heard God’s love in the Scripture lessons and had it applied to our circumstances today in the sermon. Now in song we ask him to create new hearts in us through the message of his love we’ve just heard. This is the second great “canticle” of the liturgy. (The first is “Glory to God in the Highest.”) It comes to us from David’s great psalm of repentance, Psalm 51. There, after he committed adultery and murder, he asked God to create a pure heart in place of the sinful spirit that had conceived and carried out those sins. We ask God not to forsake us, but restore to us sinners the joy of salvation. This canticle is the congregation’s heartfelt “thank you” to the Lord for the wonderful words of life we have heard in the Scripture lessons and the sermon. Sing it with gratitude and joy in your heart this morning.

The Offering   An important part of our worship that often seems to “slip through the cracks” is the offering. Coming after the sermon, the offering is sometimes thought to be a break in the service. Our minds can easily think that we’re taking a break in our listening to the Word and in our praises of God. But the offering is an important act of worship. After being filled with the Word in the early part of the service, we have a chance to respond to what God has given us by returning a part of the material possessions with which he has so richly blessed us. In the early church the believers brought their offerings forward individually. Today we have the ushers gather it into baskets and take it up to the altar for us. They place the offering on the altar to show that it is a sacrifice that we are making in response to the sacrifice Jesus has made for us. Use the moments of the offering to think about the blessings God has given you. As the offertory music is played, say a silent prayer of thanksgiving to God. It will make the offering a more meaningful part of your worship.

The Prayer of the Church

As a local congregation, we have gathered together to listen to God.  We have heard three readings from his Word.  We have heard a sermon based on one of those readings.  We have listened.  And now, in prayer, we speak.  We speak to God and hold him to the promises that he has just made to us.

During the Prayer of the Church, the pastor speaks a prayer on behalf of everyone. He prays for the spiritual and physical needs of the local congregation which he is called to serve. But the scope of the Prayer of the Church is even broader than just the local congregation.  The pastor also prays for the spiritual and physical needs of the Holy Christian Church on earth—for all Christians everywhere *. It is the Prayer of the Church that most closely resembles what Paul wrote about in his first letter to Timothy: “I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone—for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness. This is good, and pleases God our Savior…” –1 Timothy 2:1-3.  
* and for those around us who are not believers: community, government, etc. See thoughts on this in the Preface of CW:Altar Book.

The Preface

A preface in a book is a brief word from the author before you begin reading the main part of his book. After the Prayer of the Church we begin the third part of the service with a preface. Remember, the entire service has three parts. The first part is the Preparation with the Confession of sins and the Absolution as the most important parts. The second part of the service is the Word with the Scripture lessons and the sermon as the main parts. The third and last part of our Sunday worship is the Holy Communion.

Like all important things it has a preparation that we call the Preface. It begins with a greeting between the pastor and the congregation where each wishes to the other the blessing of the Lord’s presence: The pastor says, “The Lord be with you,” and the congregation responds, “and also with you.” Then a two fold invitation to the congregation to lift up our hearts as we come to the Lord’s Table and give thanks for the blessing of forgiveness. These responses set a joyful, thankful mood for the celebration of Holy Communion. The Preface ends with a sentence of thanksgiving fitting for the current season of the Church Year. The spiritual blessing the Lord gives us in the Easter/Ascension season is “He raised Christ from the dead and seated him in the heavenly realms and placed all things under his feet for the benefit of the Church.” Those significant words introduce the third major liturgical song of the service—the Sanctus, which we’ll discuss next Sunday.
The Sanctus (Holy, Holy, Holy)

The Lord is coming to his people in the bread and wine of Holy Communion. To prepare for his coming the church has given us a wonderful song to sing that combines the music of the angels in Isaiah’s vision with the song the people sang to welcome Jesus into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. Isaiah saw the Lord surrounded by angels who sang, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.” Isaiah tells us that the doorposts and the thresholds of the heavenly temple shook with the sound of their voices. This is the first part of our song of welcome as Jesus comes to us in the sacrament. The second part comes from the crowds who spread their cloaks and palm branches on the road down the Mount of Olives on Palm Sunday, “Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!” Hosanna is a Hebrew word that means “save.” The holy Lord God Almighty comes with forgiveness to save us sinners and invites us to the meal that embodies the covenant he has made to redeem us. Let the doorposts and the thresholds shake with the sounds of our voices.

The Consecration   Before we take the Lord’s Supper in the service, we set apart in a special way the bread and wine that are on the altar. That’s what consecration means, “to set apart for holy use.” It is ordinary bread and wine that are used in the Supper, but the pastor speaks words over them and makes the sign of the cross over them in order to set these elements apart for a special purpose. He uses the words that Jesus used the night Jesus instituted this meal. Look at the “Words of Institution” on p. 11. They describe how Jesus instituted the meal and proclaim the powerful words that Jesus spoke as he gave the bread and wine to his disciples:  “This is my body . . . This is my blood . . . which is poured out for you for the forgiveness of sins.” May these words always impress on you the holiness of this meal and the divine contact and forgiveness that it gives to each believer who communes.
The Song of the Lamb (Agnus Dei)
The Song of the Lamb (Agnus Dei is Latin for “Lamb of God’) is the fourth of the five great songs or canticles of the liturgy. Christians have been singing this song to the Lamb for more than 1300 years. It connects us to the Words of Institution and to the Passover celebration, at which Jesus instituted Holy Communion. Having eaten the Lamb, sacrificed at Passover with his disciples, Jesus says, “Take and eat, this is MY body, given for you.” The Song of the Lamb helps us to prepare to eat the sacrifice and thus be a part of* what Jesus did for us on the cross. He is, as John the Baptizer said, “The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” The Song of the Lamb is a humble and earnest prayer to Christ for the mercy and peace which his death on the cross has won for us. With that prayer on our lips we are now ready to receive his body and blood in the bread and wine.
*perhaps better: “receive what Jesus accomplished for us on the cross – the forgiveness of sin, life, and salvation.

The Distribution

By the time of distribution, the pastor has already told you “I forgive you all your sins.” If, in communion, we are simply receiving the forgiveness of sins again, then why bother with something that seems redundant? Christ knew what he was doing when he started this Holy Supper. He knew how much frail human beings need to be reassured. He knew how much we rely on our senses to reassure us. So he gave us something physical—bread and wine to taste and touch. And he gave us his reassuring promise that this is indeed the very body and blood that suffered and died to accomplish our salvation. During the distribution, the pastors give the communicants the body and blood of Jesus together with unleavened bread and wine. They speak words of reassurance to those who kneel before them, “Take and eat, take and drink. This is the true body, the true blood of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. This was given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins.” It is up close and personal. There can be no denial that this is most certainly “for you, for the forgiveness of sins.”
The Song of Simeon   After receiving the Lord’s Supper in the service, we join in singing the Song of Simeon. Simeon was a man who got to see and hold the newborn baby Jesus. God had promised Simeon earlier in his life that he would not die until he saw the long promised Messiah. God kept that promise. When Mary and Joseph brought the newborn Jesus into the temple for the first time to present him to the Lord, Simeon took the baby up in his arms and sang, “Lord, now you let your servant depart in peace according to your word. For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared before the face of all 
people . . . ” What fitting words for us to sing after receiving the Lord’s Supper! We too have seen and have touched the Lord’s body and blood, which have come to us in a physical way in the bread and wine of the Supper. So we like Simeon can depart from the Lord’s house in peace, assured that our sins are forgiven and that we are right with God.
Thanksgiving
After the Song of Simeon, the pastor addresses the people with “O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good.” The congregation responds "and his mercy endures forever.” These are words from the 118th Psalm—part of the ancient Jewish liturgy for the high festivals. This Psalm was sung after the Passover meal. It was during the Passover meal that Jesus, the Lamb of God, instituted the Lord’s Supper. It is only appropriate then that we say the same words that the people of God have sung for centuries after this meal. Because of the reassurance of the forgiveness of sins that has just been given to us, our hearts are filled with thanksgiving for what God has done for us through the Passover Lamb—his Son, Jesus Christ. The word we translate as “mercy” is the Hebrew word for God’s faithful love. Even though we have been unfaithful to God in every aspect of our lives, yet God’s faithful love endures forever. It will never go away. God’s faithfulness, goodness and mercy are our comforts as we enter another week of life in this sinful world.

The Benediction
How better to close the Sunday morning worship than with a blessing from the Lord. It is the last act of the liturgy and the final sacramental portion of the service. (Every part of the liturgy is either sacramental or sacrificial.*  In the sacramental portions God is giving something to us; in the sacrificial parts we are offering something to the Lord.) As the service ends, the pastor speaks the words the Lord commanded Aaron, the Old Testament high priest, to speak in blessing his people in Numbers 6. The final word of our service is “peace.” “The Lord look on you with favor and give you peace.” That is what the entire service was about. Christ has brought peace between God and sinners by sacrificing his life, his blood, in our stead. In the service we have heard that good news in the word and we have received the Savior’s body and blood, given and shed for us for the forgiveness of sins. We go home in peace, in God’s peace.

* And some parts are both, e.g. a hymn of praise that also proclaims spiritual truth.

