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Why do we sing at church? Have you ever wondered why nearly every service here at NCC and at churches around the world, we kick off with corporate worship? God gave us the powerful gift of music intentionally, to express our hearts and connect with his. In fact, it says in Zephaniah 3 that God is singing over us. I think sometimes when mere words fail to express our hearts and our emotions, songs do the trick. 
Worship is the soundtrack to man’s conversation with God. 
Psalm 100: 4 says I will enter his courts with thanksgiving in my heart, I will enter his gates with praise. I used to read this passage and think, ok, here is God’s presence and when I come into God’s presence, I need to come in with a heart of gratitude. But more and more recently when I’ve read that Scripture and lived it out in my times of worship, I’ve realized that it is actually my heart of gratitude that launches me into God’s presence. 
My wife Sara and I have a little two year old girl named Nora and right now she is in this phase of ‘thank you Daddy.’ Everything I give her, she says, ‘Thank you Daddy’ in that really cute little voice. So whether it is a movie or a piece of food or a toy, or if you give her a popsicle, she gives you like 20 ‘thank you Daddys’! In fact, she is even doing it preemptively because she thinks that will get her a popsicle! But every time she says ‘thank you Daddy’ my heart just opens up a little bit more. And I think God is the same way with us, when He sees his kids saying ‘thank you Daddy,’ I think God’s heart leaps inside. 

As a worship leader, I often what people envision when they close their eyes in worship. When we are singing these songs of God’s love and his faithfulness and his mercy, what do we see when we close our eyes and raise our hands in worship? I know when I close my eyes, I see pictures of God’s faithfulness, from the time I was young and God literally saved me from death to just the promises that have been fulfilled as I’ve grown up. Now I see pictures of his faithfulness in my family. If I’m at our Potomac Yard campus, I will often glimpse over to the front row and see my wife with one hand raised and the other hand holding Nora all while Moses is strapped in the Baby Bjorn right here. Talk about multi-tasking! But I am overwhelmed by God’s faithfulness and I’ve realized that my thankfulness springs out of his faithfulness. 

Here’s the crazy thing, God is always faithful, so shouldn’t we always be thankful? 

The cool thing about our corporate times of worship is we all come in here with something unique to be grateful for. We all have unique challenges and experiences and life stories. That also means we all come into this place with a unique song to sing. You see, worship isn’t just the warm up to the message, worship is the message. It not only sends a message to God of how awesome we believe He is, but it also sends a message to the enemy. One of my favorite chapters in the Old Testament comes out of II Chronicles 20.  It is the story of Jehoshaphat’s army. The nation of Israel was being attacked by three different armies and Jehoshaphat gets a word from God and tells his musicians to go out in front of all the warriors and begin to play and praise God. So this is like in modern day context if Obama called up Cold Play and U2 and said hey, the next battle we go into, we want you guys to jam out in front of our helicopters and tanks.  I don’t know about you guys but I would not want to be signed up in that militia! But here’s the cool thing that happens, when the musicians begin to play and declare God’s praises, the three nations that were coming to attack Israel, actually turned on one another. The book says that they actually devoured each other until there was no man left standing. Worship is warfare and II Chronicles 20 actually says the battle is the Lord’s.
When we focus on praise, we forget our problems. That is the essential message of Jehoshaphat’s army story. When we focus on praise, we forget our problems. And this didn’t just become a little slogan in my life. It actually rang true about two years ago. I was driving with my wife and we were going to lead worship for a youth group on a Wednesday night. We got into this silly argument on the way down and when we got to the church, we just said let’s put this argument on pause and go in and serve this church and lead this youth group in worship. A couple hours went by and we had an amazing worship experience and an encounter with the presence of God. We went to our car and we looked at each other and we completely forgot about what we were fighting and we went to a restaurant and had a great meal and just had a wonderful night and we really realized that when we begin to praise God, we forget our problems.

Pastor Mark says it often, don’t let what’s wrong with you stop you from worshiping what is right with God.

I want to leave you with Psalm 150. It is the very last chapter in the book of Psalms. The very last verse says: Let everything that has breath praise the Lord.  So I want all of us to check our pulse. If you don’t feel something, somebody call a doctor! But if you do feel something, that means you have breath in your lungs which means you have praise in your heart. We weren’t designed for silence, we were designed for praise.
So what is it that you are grateful for? What has God delivered you from? What has He done in your life? 

[New speaker]

Have you ever wondered why we sing and clap and raise our hands? A few of us even jump around in worship services. Psalm 47:1-2 says this: Clap your hands all of you. Raise your voices joyfully and loudly. Give honor for the true God of the universe.  For the Most High is awesome and deserves our great respect.

The Psalms is our playbook for worship. In nearly every Psalm, we see the different Psalmists writing about the worship of God. And these words that are translated, sometimes into non-directive and often ambiguous words in the English language, words like worship, praise and thanksgiving, take on a beautiful dimension and color when we look at them in the original Hebrew language.  We see seven Hebrew words that are translated as praise. And each one of these seven words is defined by a physical posture of worship. Words that mean to kneel or to bow and to rave and to prostrate yourself and fall down flat on your face or to sing a new and spontaneous song and to extend hands in praise. What we see in our worship playbook is a biblical, physical posture of worship.  You see, lifted hands and passionate singing and worshiping God is not some modern worship invention designed to generate mass emotionalism. But it is an ancient part of our faith’s worship culture for more than 3,000 years. Modern worship is rooted in ancient biblical tradition and applied in cultural context. 

But as important as I think it is for us to have a physical posture of worship, I’m far more interested in the heart of the Psalmist that wrote these words. What did David, a man after God’s own heart, what did David know about God that led him to worship God in such a manner that is recorded in the Psalms? 
Psalm 25:6-7

Gracious God, remember your compassion. Rekindle your concern and love which have always been a part of your actions towards those who are yours. Do not hold against me the sins I committed when I was young. Instead, deal according with me to your mercy and love, then your goodness may be demonstrated in all the world.

This prayer penned by David has been one of the most prayed prayers of my adult life. A few weeks before I left for college, my parents divorced. I didn’t know it at that time but the foundation of everything I had known, everything I had learned about faith and life was fundamentally shattered. By fall semester of my junior year, I had hit rock bottom. I felt a bit like the prodigal son lying in some pig sty, broken and empty and beat up. I nearly dropped out of school that year and bought a one way ticket to Australia to get a new start. But God, in his sense of humor, gave me a youth pastor job instead. Believe me, I was not ready to be a youth pastor yet! But that season in my life was one of the most healing and restorative times I’ve ever had. You see, my story didn’t feel so far from King David’s story, a man who was no stranger to life mistakes, and he knew the heart of God. He knew a thousand years before Jesus would walk this earth that the heart of God was to forgive and to redeem and to restore. David lived in the full promise of Psalm 25 and God’s goodness was displayed in all the world through his life. And God’s goodness is demonstrated to all the world in my life. And God’s goodness is demonstrated to all the world in your life because there is a man named Jesus who came to this earth; a God who set aside his divinity and became just like you and me. And on the cross, He took our sin, our past, our baggage and our junk and He dealt with it once and for all. He has healed us and restored us and put a crown of glory on our heads. King David knew this heart of God and it is no wonder that he danced before the Lord because the posture of praise is always in response to the revelation of the Spirit of God in our hearts and when we allow the gravity of what Jesus has done in our lives to take root, it is a game changer. When we allow that revelation to go from head knowledge to heart knowledge, the truth is we don’t have enough physicality in our bodies to give God an ounce of the praise He is worthy of. 

A few weeks ago, the worship staff and campus pastors had the opportunity to spend a morning in prayer. That morning, the Spirit of God spoke to me very clearly and I just want to leave you guys with this thought. On the cross, Jesus had his hands outstretched and nailed to a piece of wood and honestly, they weren’t just stretched to his side, but his hands were lifted high above his head as the suffocating weight of his body brought Him down. And the Lord spoke to me and said maybe this posture is not just a posture of praise, but it is a posture of remembrance because it should have been my hands that were nailed there that day. But because of his sacrifice, I can freely lift my hands in worship and praise to my God. 
I would like to invite you to stand right now and we are going to have an opportunity to respond in worship to God and I believe that the Spirit is speaking to each and every one of us right now. He is testifying who we are and whose we are. He is reminding us of where we’ve been and where He has brought us to now. And in light of all He has done, the revelation that He is speaking. Can we posture ourselves? Can we step out of our comfort zones and posture ourselves in a manner of worship that would bring honor and glory to our King?
[New speaker]

In Matthew 22:37, Jesus was asked a question, ‘What is the greatest commandment in the law?’ He replied, ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your mind.’

You may be asking what does that Scripture have to do with worship. Honestly, it has everything to do with worship. See, worship is more than the songs we sing, more than the lifting of our hands, and if you are like me, growing up in a church where it was not a good worship service without a good dance and some flags waving around. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying we shouldn’t lift our hands. I’m not saying we shouldn’t press into God’s presence. As a matter of fact, we should sing as loud as we can. But the first worship experience that took place in the Bible with Abraham and Isaac, there was no song sung. There was no choir. There was no electric or acoustic guitar. It was simply a direction from God and an obedient heart. 

For those of you who may not know the story of Abraham and Isaac, God promised Abraham a son and after many years, Isaac was born. At that time, God challenged Abraham to sacrifice his son on the altar. The crazy thing was that Abraham said yes.  I’m so glad that Abraham wasn’t my father! But there is a lesson we can learn from Abraham. He never let the answered promise become greater than the promise Giver. There was something he understood about God and his character that when He gave a promise, He will fulfill it; that his word would never return void and that his promises were sure and they were good. Because of that, Abraham then let go of his plans and let go of his thoughts and his emotions. In essence, this is what worship looks like; a journey of losing your heart, your mind and your soul, exchanging it for the heart and mind of God.
Recently I was going to some counseling and in the counseling, it got to a point where I was challenged with letting go of my own fears and forgiving because I had been forgiven. Much like Abraham, I was challenged with letting go of my life and worshiping in a new way. I wasn’t challenged with giving up my son and I wasn’t challenged with giving up a promise, but I was challenged with letting go of the way I knew life to be. It was like God was asking me, ‘Joel, will you love me with all your heart, with all your mind and with all your soul?’ ‘Will you let go of the life you knew for the life I’m trying to give you?’ ‘Will you have this exchange?’ 

There is one point that comes to mind every time I think about this and even as I read the story of Abraham and Isaac and even in my own life that it was a choice. Worship is a choice. It is the choosing of exchanging your sorrows for his joy or letting go of your worried and your anxieties for his peace or letting go of your will and your past and your emotions and your failures for his will. It is at this point that we realize that worship becomes a challenge of replicating God in the earth. That’s the destination that we look like God at the end of the day; that we become like Jesus was as Jesus laid down his life for us, to glorify the Father in heaven.
Let us follow this example in worship. Let our prayer be, ‘Lord, let our worship challenge our existence to the point that we choose to exchange our fears, our emotions, our hearts, our minds, our pasts, our failures and our flesh for You. Let us worship.

[New speaker]

I want to talk about what it means to live a life marked by praise and I want to do that by looking at Psalm 8. Whatever the rhythm of my life looks like, whatever the ebbs and flows look like, I want to be the kind of person who chooses to praise God in light of those. When I was young, as a kid, I was always beating on stuff. I’ve grown up my whole life as a musician so it panned out into me actually becoming decent at making rhythm, but at first, it started with me just pounding on stuff. My parents told me that if I was in my play room as a kid, I would just start taking my toys and beating stuff around trying to make songs and sing rhythms and stuff and I did the same thing in the kitchen or if my dad left tools out or whatever it was. I found something and would beat if around and try to make a rhythm with it and I guess that has evolved into me turning into a musician more and more. I’m drawn to rhythm and I think of things rhythmically. 
The Psalms are fun for me to read because the Psalms are poetry and poetry is rhythm and what is rhythm but just musical movement. The Psalms are movement. They are poetic and they are lyrical. I think it is somewhat of a metaphor for life if you think about the way they move and I’m going to talk about that more in a second. 

Psalm 8, we see a specific literary style called a chiasm in which it is pretty much like a Scripture sandwich. You will see the first verse and last verse are pretty much identical. Psalm 8 is just nine verses. We don’t have time to get to the whole book of it but the beginning verse is

O Lord our Lord how majestic is your name!

And then the last verse, verse 9

O Lord our Lord how majestic is your name!

It is like a rhythm. It starts in the same beat and as it goes through the rhythm, it ends on the same place that it starts. As a musician, you’re playing the drums and you’re playing four bars or whatever it is, you are always going to have that rhythm, one, two, three, four. One, two, three, four. And it is almost like the Psalmist is trying to slide into the rhythm of praise. O Lord our Lord how majestic is your name, then gives us seven verses expounding on who God is, and then ends with O Lord our Lord how majestic is your name. I like to think of that as a metaphor for how I want to live my life.  I want my life to be marked with bookends of praise, whether it by in my day, my week, my year, different seasons of life, different things I’m called to be at, different times, whatever it is. I want my life to be marked by a decision to praise God. It is like cyclical, it starts here with O Lord how majestic is your name, and comes all the way around and no matter what happens in the middle of it, I always come back around to praising God. 
So in some ways, the verse itself and that style of writing is a metaphor for how I want to live my life. But also just the biographies of the people writing the Psalms. A great example of what that looks like, look at the Psalms of David. David didn’t have an ideal situation all the time in which he could praise God. Sometimes he wasn’t even in the temple. He was hiding out in caves and he was running and fleeing for his life. I don’t know what it is like to flee for my life. I had some brothers that bullied me a little bit but I never fled for my life. But David is doing that, yet he still turns his attention and praise toward God. No matter what the rhythm of his life looked like, when the beat lands on one, he chooses to praise God.

There is another group of Psalmists called the Sons of Korah. These are authors and writers that are writing during an exilic period so they are in exile. Their home, their heritage and their culture have been taken away from them. Identity issues could start forming. You don’t know who are anymore maybe in this new land. But nonetheless, in the rhythm of their life, the Psalms are full of these songs of praise they have written. I want to be the kind of person that no matter what the rhythm of my life looks like, it is marked by praise. And I think a lot of that starts with realizing that praise is a choice. Praise isn’t always just a response to the immediate surroundings but a response to who God promises He is in our lives. If we can make the decision to praise, I think that’s when we begin to really live in that rhythm where as the beat lands on one, we choose to praise God.
So whatever you are doing, maybe this week you could try it. Starting your days in the morning, maybe brushing your teeth or whatever, just saying, ‘Lord, today I’m praising You and God I thank You for this day.’ Then at the end of the night, come back to the same place. No matter what your day looked like, you say, ‘Lord, I make a decision, I choose to praise You.’

[New speaker]

How do you tell someone that you have cancer? Especially when you are 24 and you’ve got your whole life ahead of you. It is not on your mind or on anyone else’s mind. It is the very last thing you expect. You have all these hopes and dreams and anticipations and you have cancer. It is hard to talk and tell people about that because it is so abrupt and so uncomfortable. It is one of those things that you can’t tell them. But that is exactly how it entered into the reality of my life. It was abrupt and unexpected and honestly, uncomfortable doesn’t even come close to doing it justice. I had just applied for the protégé program at National Community Church and I was looking forward to all these really cool things God was doing in my life including a potential move to Seattle where I’m from across the country to Washington DC.  There was a lot to look forward to. In May, I began investigating some stomach pains and had gone to the doctor and after a series of tests and exams, I was diagnosed with a rare form of ovarian cancer. So I was quickly brought into surgery the next day to remove a large tumor and then a month after surgery, I began a nine week chemotherapy treatment plan. I was shocked. My friends and my family were all shocked. There was no history of this whatsoever in my family and it was just the very last thing any of us expected. I just kept going back and asking myself is this really happening. It didn’t feel real. I didn’t feel sick. It was surreal. Sometimes in life we are thrown these unexpected things and so whether you face cancer like I have or maybe it is a failed relationship or the loss of a job or the loss of a loved one. I just kept asking myself this question over and over again as I was walking through this, how do you worship through hardship? How do you lift up God when everything is crashing down around you? 

The Psalmists constantly faced these dilemmas.  In fact, most of these Psalms were written in the face of hardship. Take Psalm 121 for example. 
I look up to the vast size of the mountains, from where will my help come from in times of trouble? The eternal Creator of heaven and earth and these mountains will send the help that I need.

And verse 7

The eternal will keep you safe from all of life’s evils, from your first breath to your last breath you breathe from this day and forever.

Hardships are opportunities to give a sacrifice of praise, to worship first and to praise God through your struggles. Giving a sacrifice of praise doesn’t mean giving out of what you already have but it means giving out of what you don’t have. It means praising God even when you don’t feel like it. Honestly, I didn’t feel like praising God when I was sick from chemo. I didn’t feel like praising God when I was told that I had cancer. But there was something so powerful that happened in my heart when I did and I was able to look above and beyond my trouble and look ahead and hope and put others before me. 

Worship is a choice. Every time I faced a difficult situation or an overwhelming moment through this journey, I just simply called out to God, ‘God You are good!’ and I allowed the weight of all that falls under that statement to just rest upon me. And it brought about this unexplainable peace and that peace brought perspective because sometimes I think we worship God in the response of God, You are so good and You have done so many great things in my life so I’m going to worship You. Sometimes worship triggers a new perspective. Sometimes we worship before we see the blessing or the outcome. You get the choice to respond out of your own situation or respond to the goodness of God and I chose to respond to the goodness of God. I realized that it is not just about me anymore and that people were watching me and they were taking cues from me and they were seeing how I would react. And I realized that it is not just about me. So in that moment, I decided that if I had to face cancer that I would do it with a good attitude and I would try to do it in a way that people could see who God was through my hardship and that they would see more of who God was and want to know Him themselves. 
I don’t know who you are or what you are going through, what your fears or doubts or uncertainties are, but God knows. God sees you and He hears you. But you get the choice whether or not you want to enter into a relationship with Him. And I can tell you from experience that that is going to be where you find everything you need to help sustain you through those difficult situations. You get to decide whether or not you want to worship first.

[New speaker]

Psalm 46:10 says: Be still and know that I am God.

I come from a small mountain town in Colorado of about 10,000 people, so moving to the Washington DC area was a bit of a shock to me. I see more stop lights on my way to work than I did in my entire hometown. So everything about this city to me says one thing – life is busy and if you want to survive, you better get busy too.  Seeing this, I realized how important it is that we not allow our surroundings to dictate the way we live. But instead, we find time to quiet ourselves. 

Matt Redman in his book The Heart of the Worship Files, writes about the importance of quieting ourselves, saying it is essential that we find space to breathe, time to think and moments to listen to the still, small voice.

A couple of years ago, I was working as a custodian and I was struggling with feelings of disillusionment. I had big dreams of being part of a worship team that traveled across the country but instead, I found myself singing in the bathrooms that I cleaned. Because of this struggle, I began to pray more at work and I began to realize how important it was for me to quiet myself. It was during this time that God’s presence brought so much encouragement and hope over the year that I worked at that job. And I might have missed that if I hadn’t of quieted myself.

What I’m trying to say is that there are times when we need to break our routines. We need to climb the side of a mountain, in a sense, just like Jesus and get alone with God.  If you are struggling with work or life or the world around you, it is a good indication that you might need to quiet yourself and let your heart become calm in God’s presence. You don’t have to go on a weekend retreat to do that, you simply need to find a place where you can shut the door behind you and leave every distraction outside. 

John Bunyan said this: In prayer, it is better to have a heart without words than words without a heart.

[New speaker]

Don’t you mean Paul Bunyan?  But what Ben is talking about, cultivating a quiet heart, is so counter-intuitive to our culture today. We often think that action means God’s response, when clearly in Psalm 46:10, He is saying the exact opposite. He is saying to be still and know who He is. Let my presence surround you as you calm yourself and quiet your heart. 

So if there is one thing that 7:14 has a goal of accomplishing every weekend that we get the privilege of leading NCC in worship, it is to create an atmosphere where God’s presence and his people connect. I think true worship will always begin with praise and end with presence. 

So if there is something that has been spoken here this weekend, whether it was Lena’s testimony of worshiping through hardship or Joel talking about worshiping God with all of his heart, soul and mind and strength, or the rhythm of praise or the posture of our heart, whatever it is that has jumped out to you, take this time to engage in God’s presence. The bands will begin to pray music and in this time, we don’t just want God’s presence to be welcomed, we want it to saturate this space. So take a moment, be still and know that He is God and He is here.
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