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WHAT IS WORSHIP? 

MATT. 15:1:10 
 

Can you believe it!  I can’t!  It’s so exciting.  I’ve been waiting months and months 
for this.  I’m ready!  What?  Oh, the Bucs game, of course.  I told you I was a 
passionate sports fan.  I’ll try to contain my enthusiasm this morning but just wait 
til this afternoon!  We have the GOAT!  The one and only Tom Brady…yeah, he’s a 
little beyond his prime but he is still the greatest quarterback of all time.  We have 
receivers and we have a great offensive line. I can’t wait!   
 
Why is it we accept our favorite sports teams victories as if they were  our 
victories and we actually believe our yelling and screaming somehow makes them 
win and our presence in the stands makes a difference and their defeats can put 
us in a funk for days.   Well, I know this is going to be a great season…even if we 
can’t sit in the stands to watch.  We can watch on TV and cheer.  We’ve learned 
that watching on TV or the internet is not quite like being there in person but just 
being part of the experience is better than nothing. 
 
 
Now, I want you to know I’m also really excited to be here to worship with you 
this morning.  It means a lot for us to be able to worship together even if we can’t 
all be here in the sanctuary to share the experience.  I can feel you cheering me 
and the praise team on to victory.  You see, I’m passionate about worship, too.   
 
I have to admit that often it is easier for us to be enthusiastic about our favorite 
sports team than it is about our favorite worship team.  Our worship team can be 
victorious, if they help us all to worship God with all our hearts, minds, and spirits. 
This is one team that truly needs each one of us to participate and join in. 
 
I know attending worship is not easy these days.   You had to make some 
sacrifices in order to be here this morning or to tune in online.  You had to get out 
of bed.  You had to either come to church or log on.  If you are in the sanctuary 
you had to put on your mask and keep it on.  Whether here or online, you had to 
give up a good portion of your Sunday morning…just to worship.  Do you consider 
it a sacrifice or a privilege? 

 



I consider it a privilege.  But, I have to confess that I went through a period after 
Jim died when it was a sacrifice.  It was just too painful to go to church.  Our lives 
together started when I was newly ordained and assigned as the associate pastor 
at First United Methodist in Jacksonville and he was a recently divorced member 
there.  We met on New Year’s Eve when he attended the singles group.   We 
started dating a couple of months later, were engaged soon thereafter and 
married in the fall.   Jim was by my side, supporting me, assisting me, and even 
filling in for me a time or two when I was ill on Sunday morning.  He sang in the 
choir and taught Sunday school.  Our married life centered around church.  Many 
of my memories of him are connected to things we did together in the church.  
We were a team.  When he was gone, I quit attending church.  Lots of people 
thought I was angry with God because of Jim’s death.  I wasn’t angry, I just felt 
empty inside. It was impossible to sing some songs without remembering and 
crying.  My most passionate fan was gone.  So, it was easier to stay away. 

 
But, once I started coming to church again, I realized how much I had missed 
worshipping with friends and being in church…how much I missed the rituals and 
how much I simply missed worshipping God.  So, this morning, the question I 
want us to explore is: “what is worship?”  

 
In our scripture lesson, Jesus is having a discussion with the Pharisees… you know 
these were the guys who went to great extremes to live according to the law. 
They’re questioning Jesus as to why he and his disciples do not obey the law, but 
Jesus tells them their law and their idea of worship is not at all pleasing to God 
because their hearts are not right with God. 

 
What is it that God wants from us?  What if the songs that we sing, the sermons 
that I preach, and the acts of service that we do are not what God wants from us.  
What if our lives are wrapped up with a spiritual image on the outside but on the 
inside, we are like the Pharisees, our hearts are far from God.  

  
The Pharisees believed that what God wanted was being physically clean and 
pure.  That meant obeying all their rules for cleanliness. 
In the age of COVID, the Pharisees would have been way ahead of the CDC.  They 
believed that washing your hands for 20 seconds was only the beginning of being 
clean.  They had two categories of things…clean and unclean.  There were clean 
animals and unclean animals…pigs are unclean which is why a devout Jew will not 



eat pork.   There were strict regulations for cooking food in order to maintain 
purity.  And if you had a skin problem, you were unclean.  If you touched 
someone with a skin problem, it was like in school when someone touched you 
with cooties:  Boy believed all girls had cooties and girls knew all boys had cooties.  
Cooties were contagious.  If you got cooties, you gave cooties.  If you were 
unclean, anyone you touched was unclean. 
 
If you became unclean, you were not fit for worship.  You had to go through an 
elaborate ceremony to cleanse yourself.  You had to wash your hands very 
carefully to be sure that the dirty water didn’t touch any part of your body 
because then you would have to start over and cleanse that part of your body as 
well.  Remember, they didn’t have hand sanitizer.  Getting clean was not easy.  
They had to clean their hands before a meal and then literally do this same ritual 
between courses.  In other words, you would clean your hands before your 
hamburger, then again before your fries, and then again before your frosty.   So, 
the Pharisees were asking Jesus, why is it your disciples don’t follow these rules. 
 
Jesus replies, you guys don’t even treat your parent’s right.  Your own parents!!! 
 You worry about what you eat and put into your mouths but what comes out of 
your mouths is what is really dirty... because your hearts aren’t filled with 
love…even for your parents.  He reminds them that the Prophet Isaiah said that 
hypocrites honor God with their lips but their hearts are far from God. 
 
 They were obsessed with the external, not the internal.  Jesus says, you are 
concerned with your traditions and not those things which are truly important.   
 
We would never do that, would we?  Well, it is easy to get used to our 
traditions…doing things a certain way.  They are not really laws but they are 
sacred.  You know the most famous words in church are not “For God so loved 
the world” but rather, “we’ve never done it that way before.”  We’ve never had 
question marks all over the place before.  We’ve never had both candles on one 
side of the altar before.  We’ve never worn masks in church before.   
We get so attached to our traditions and to the way we think things should be 
done…the way we’ve always done them…that we can forget that we are here to 
do whatever it takes to inspire one another and to help each of us to passionately 
worship God. 
 



I’ve been reading a book by Philip Yancey, called Church:  Why Bother? 
He reminds us that what we do in worship is meant to draw us all closer to God:  
the preacher, the singers, the musicians, the ushers, every single one of us, so we 
all can worship him with all our hearts, minds, and spirits.   
 
It is easy for those of us up front to get hung up on our own performances. That is 
a good thing if we imagine that God is sitting in that front pew and our performing 
is to honor and glorify him and please him.  God deserves our very best efforts.  
God deserves excellence in all that we do.  God doesn’t really care whether we 
worship him with hymns, printed liturgy and candles on one side or both sides; or 
if we worship him with rousing praise songs, drama, drums and question 
marks…so long as whatever we are doing comes from the heart and is meant to 
please him and that it draws our attention to his presence in our midst. 
 
It doesn’t matter if we worship him at home by tuning in via the internet or if we 
sit in a folding chair in the parking lot, or gather here in the sanctuary…as long as 
we are worshipping from our hearts.   
 
Worship is simply expressing our love for God.   
 
This is Ethan, the little boy I began taking care of when he was two months old 
while his parents were at work.  He is very dear to me.  Last year as we were 
getting him ready to start pre-K, he needed a haircut.  So, I made an appointment 
for him at Cookie Cutters.  This child centered salon has an airplane, a fire truck, 
and a couple of race cars for the children to sit in while they get their hair cut.  
Ethan chose the airplane and he was good as gold.  When he was done, they gave 
him a sucker and a balloon.  As we were walking to the car, he looked up at me 
and said, “Mamal, why you take me all these fun places.”  The look on his face 
was one of amazement.  I said, “Sweetheart, it’s because I love you so much.” 
Ethan is not my grandchild but he is just as dear to me as my grandchildren and 
great grandchildren.   
 
Grandparents, as much as you love your grandchildren, that is how much God 
loves you.  Parents, as much as you love your children that is how much God loves 
you.  You are his child.  Children, God, loves you so much.  God has your picture in 
his wallet, in his phone, hanging on his wall, and etched in his heart…each of us. 
 



Sometimes it is hard for us to believe that God loves us this much but remember 
he gave his only begotten son so that we might have eternal life.  When we think 
about it, our hearts fill with love and gratitude.  The problem is that we don’t 
think about it as often as we should.   
 
Everything I did for Ethan was my way of expressing my love for him.   Everything 
we do in worship is our way of expressing our love for God.  That’s worship.  
That’s exciting! 
 
So, why come to church to express our gratitude and love for God?  We come to 
church because that’s where we are connected to one another and where we are 
inspired, taught, loved, challenged and called to serve.  It is in church that our 
hearts are joined with other hearts and our worship becomes greater and 
grander.  It’s the difference between watching a game on television and attending 
in person.  The game is the same but our sense of participation is greater in 
person.  God doesn’t care if we worship in person or online but there is greater 
joy for us when we come together. 
 
I have been encouraging you to worship God every day, wherever you are, 
whatever you are doing.  I know it might feel a little weird but just imagine that 
God is there with you when you walk the dog.  Did you ever notice how your dog 
checks out every tree, every blade of grass, and every person you pass?  Give 
thanks to God for all of creation and pray for the people you pass.   When you are 
in the car doing errands, you could pray for the other drivers and, if you are like 
me, you could pray for patience, and forgiveness when you fail to have patience.  
As you wash dishes or cook dinner, you could give thanks for having a home, food 
to eat, and dishes to wash.  You don’t even have to say a prayer or talk to God 
with words, if your heart is full of love for God, you are worshipping him. 
 
So, what is worship?  It is any expression of love for God.  It’s not just the songs 
we sing or the words we say, it’s the life we live.  A life that is aware of his 
presence with us and a life that reflects who we are as a child of his.  A life that 
reflects our love for God and for one another.  

 
Jesus said the Pharisees were honoring God with their lips but their hearts were 
far from him.  So, their worship was in vain.  True worship isn’t about when we 
worship, where we worship, the style of music we use to worship, or the words of 



the preacher.  It’s about the condition of our hearts… all of us, those of us here on 
the platform, those present here in the sanctuary and, all those who join us 
online. 
 
Last week I talked about the vision I have for these next few months, 
“Transforming Lives Through Faith in Jesus Christ.”  If we are going to fulfill this 
vision, we have to begin by examining our hearts and making sure they are filled 
with love for God.  We cannot offer that transforming love to others, if we do not 
have it ourselves.  Have you invited Jesus into your heart?  If not, I encourage you 
to allow him to come to you and transform you.  If your heart has been 
transformed, I encourage you to share that transforming love with others. It can 
be contagious.  Let’s worship him with love and gratitude.   Let’s show the same 
passion for God as we do for our favorite sports teams.   
 

 

 

 

 

 


