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1
If you are going to live a Jesus-centered 

life, you had better start by getting Jesus. And we meet Jesus 

where He wants to be found. While we can certainly appreci-

ate the glory of God in the created world—the power of ocean 

surf, the majesty of the mountains, the infinite expanse of the 

stars—nature can only take us so far. God has made us no 

promises in nature. No matter how closely you paid attention 

to the world around you, you would never learn who Jesus 

is and what He has done for you. In short, the world around 

us can teach some things about God—His power, holiness, 

justice, and so on—but none of these deals directly with our 

salvation. God’s salvation promises come to us in very spe-

cific ways because He has made us very specific promises. 

The theological term for these specific promises is the 

Means of Grace—the ways that God has promised to bring 

us grace, life, and salvation. Here’s a short listing of those 

promises:

 WORD: “Jesus said . . . , ‘If you abide in My word,  

you are truly My disciples, and you will know the  

truth, and the truth will set you free’ ” ( John 8:31–32).

 BAPTISM: “Repent and be baptized every one of you 

in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your 

sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” 

(Acts 2:38).
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 ABSOLUTION: “Jesus said to [the apostles] again,  

‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent Me,  

even so I am sending you.’ And when He had said this, 

He breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the 

Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of anyone, they  

are forgiven them; if you withhold forgiveness from 

anyone, it is withheld’ ” ( John 20:21–23).

 THE LORD’S SUPPER: “Now as they were eating,  

Jesus took bread, and after blessing it broke it and  

gave it to the disciples, and said, ‘Take, eat; this  

is My body.’ And He took a cup, and when He had  

given thanks He gave it to them, saying, ‘Drink of it,  

all of you, for this is My blood of the covenant,  

which is poured out for many for the forgiveness  

of sins’ ” (Matthew 26:26–28).

These are God’s specific promises regarding the delivery 

of salvation. You don’t have to wonder where you can find 

God and His grace; He’s already told you the answers. You 

will find God in His Word, Baptism, Absolution, and the Lord’s 

Supper. And, of course, all of these things come together in 

the church.

Now, you probably don’t need a book to learn that you 

ought to go to church in order to lead a Jesus-centered life. 

But I hope that the rest of this chapter will teach you how 

to get more out of church each Divine Service—and even 

challenge you to see that there is more to church and these 
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Means of Grace that you may have been missing up to this 

point in your Christian life. Furthermore, the future chapters 

will tie in to this chapter on going to church, tying the whole 

Jesus-centered life together like spokes connecting to the 

hub of a wheel. If we want a Jesus-centered life all week long, 

then it is vital that we get Sunday morning right and live our 

Jesus-centered life from the altar of Jesus outward. 

Make Time
Human life is nothing more and nothing less than a col-

lection of time—and a finite, limited collection at that. So 

what you do with your time indicates your values and priori-

ties. An hour spent watching sitcoms, an afternoon driving 

back and forth running errands, a lunch break working out at 

the gym, or an evening out with your friends speaks volumes 

about who you are. 

When I first began my ministry, I received some excellent 

advice from a more experienced pastor. He told me to keep a 

journal of everything I was doing every fifteen minutes of ev-

ery day for a week. The idea comes from the “billable hours” 

diary that lawyers and other professionals have to keep. They 

have to be precisely and specifically accountable for their 

time. The diary I kept that week taught me a lot about how I 

was conducting my ministry, and it’s an exercise I’ve returned 

to many times to evaluate how I budget my time. 

To attend church and a Bible class each week will take 

about two hours of your time—maybe a little more depending 
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on how far of a drive you have. Take a moment to think 

through your week. How many activities in your week take 

up more than two hours of your time? How many of those 

activities are absolute necessities (eating, sleeping, working) 

and how many are optional and at your discretion (TV, read-

ing, working out, talking on the phone, surfing the Web, kids’ 

sporting activities, etc.)? 

If you want to live a full, vibrant, joyful Christian life 

there is simply no substitute for weekly attendance in church. 

It all begins there at the Means of Grace place, where all of 

God’s specific promises of salvation are given out. This is the 

hub of the wheel. The rest of the Jesus-centered life con-

nects to this hub. Take away the hub and the wheel doesn’t 

work—start skipping Sundays and see your Christian life un-

ravel. 

So make the time. Make the reception of God’s Means 

of Grace your priority. This will likely mean sacrifices for you. 

The world does not respect Sunday as it used to. There are 

sporting events, work requirements, and so forth that can 

conflict with Sunday attendance. These conflicts generally fall 

into two categories: hard and soft conflicts. 

 The hard conflicts. We’d all like to have jobs where 

we could always have Sunday off. But we can’t all have 

that. Some people are employed as shift workers in  

local manufacturing. One week they work the day shift, 

the next week afternoons, and the next weeknights.  

Others work four days on, four days off year-round. Their  
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employers may not differentiate between the days of 

the week. My father worked for years in the grocery 

business—there are no weekends off, because people 

shop on weekends. 

So how do we make time in the face of such hard 

conflicts? It is that question that has led some congrega-

tions to start a midweek Divine Service specifically with 

shift workers and those who have to travel for work on 

weekends in mind. If these hard conflicts are an issue 

for you and your church attendance, talk it over with 

your pastor right away. There is simply no substitute for 

weekly attendance in the Divine Service. 

 The soft conflicts. A child’s sports team, vacations, a 

tough week at work and a desire to sleep in on Sunday—

setting any of these things aside to make time for church 

is a real sacrifice, but it’s a sacrifice that pays off in the 

long run. After all, what is more important to teach our 

children: teamwork on the field or God’s Word and put-

ting Him first in our lives? 

Getting Something Out of Church
But church is so _________ —you fill in the blank: boring, 

slow, early, tedious, loooong. 

My wife feels the same way about the movies I like, but 

to me they zip by. Likewise, I can’t make it through many of 

the books she can’t put down. I don’t understand what she 

sees in them, and vice versa. If she could understand what it 
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is I like about French spy movies and I could understand what 

she likes about nineteenth-century English novels, I’m sure 

we would have fewer disagreements about how to spend our 

evenings. But when it comes to entertainment, some stuff 

just isn’t for some people. 

However, church is not entertainment. Church is for ev-

eryone. God’s Means of Grace are meant for all His children. If 

you learn the rhyme and reason behind what we do in church, 

it will make sense, and you will get more out of Sunday morn-

ing. Even if you have loved church your whole life, you can 

dig deeper to learn exactly why it is you love it and how you 

can express that love of church to others. 

The church service itself is a drama—not a made-up 

drama like a play or a TV show, but a real-life drama taking 

place in the chancel and in the pews each and every Sunday, 

a drama in which you have been called by the Holy Spirit to 

play a role.

If simply making the time to be in church every Sunday 

is the first and indispensible step in living a vibrant Jesus-

centered life, then seeing and understanding what Jesus is 

doing with you each Sunday in the Divine Service is the next 

step. So let us now walk through the Divine Service, learning 

your role in the drama of Sunday morning. 

Finding Your Place on Sunday
God is everywhere. But a God who is everywhere can 

sometimes be hard to tell apart from a God who is nowhere. 
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The incarnation of Jesus, the coming of God in the flesh to 

Bethlehem, is God’s proof that He is not just everywhere, He 

is here. The Divine Service is about the continuing here-ness 

of Jesus. In the Divine Service, we are in the real presence 

of God. For by His gracious invitation, we are called to the 

Lord’s altar to receive Him in His body and blood. Jesus is 

really there. He really is. This is the point of departure for 

the entire Divine Service: the bodily and bloody presence of 

Christ. How should I comport myself in His presence? How 

shall I prepare to receive Him? How shall I honor Him? These 

are the questions the Divine Service is answering. 

First, like Isaiah, you proclaim your unworthiness in a 

general Confession. Before we even dare to set foot in that 

area of the church (the chancel) where Christ will make His 

presence available for us, we plead our unworthiness and beg 

forgiveness. We are coming into the presence of God, and 

that causes sinners to shake in their boots (Peter: “Depart 

from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord” [Luke 5:8]). But we 

know that God is merciful in Christ and desires to forgive us 

(“If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive . . .” 

[1 John 1:9])

Then, having confessed our sin and begged forgiveness, 

we hear Christ’s word of Absolution spoken in the voice of 

the pastor, announcing that we are indeed forgiven through 

the mercy of God delivered in the salvation work of our Lord 

Jesus. Absolved, what do we do now? We are here to receive 

the Lord in His body and blood, to be in His presence—how 
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shall we prepare? We pray. But how shall we pray? What bet-

ter way than to use the prayers God Himself gave us: the 

Psalms? So as we enter the chancel in the person of the pas-

tor, we chant the Introit, a collection of psalm verses that 

sum up the theme of the day. God has given us His Word, 

and we have nothing better to say than His own Word back 

to Him. 

After the Introit, we are in the chancel, in that sacred 

space where our Lord makes His presence available to us in 

His Sacrament. It is awe-inspiring and mysterious to be here. 

So once again we plead the Lord’s mercy in the Kyrie: Lord 

have mercy! 

Notice how movement is key to the Divine Service. We 

are constantly moving up toward the chancel, toward the 

altar, toward the climax of the service in the Lord’s Supper. 

We show this in our architecture: the altar is centered and 

on a higher plane than the rest of the sanctuary. Other Chris-

tian traditions won’t have a centrally placed altar precisely 

because they don’t believe in the real presence of Christ in 

the Sacrament. But for us, there is a growing sense of antici-

pation as the service literally moves closer in time and space 

to the living presence of Christ.

As we draw nearer to Christ in the Divine Service, we 

sing a song of His presence, the Gloria in Excelsis, the song of 

the angels when Christ first made known His bodily presence 

among us at Bethlehem. Each Sunday is not only an Easter, 

but a Christmas as well. Jesus rose on Sunday, so it is Easter, 
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and He was born in the flesh on Christmas, so each Sunday 

at the altar is Christmas for us as we receive Jesus in His true 

body and true blood in the Sacrament.

Having praised the Holy Trinity for His salvation, we are 

ready to again approach Him in prayer—this time a prayer 

for the things we desire, a prayer not strictly taken out of the 

Scriptures like a psalm verse but a prayer that is a collection 

of the desires of the people: the Collect. But who would dare 

to approach God in prayer on behalf of the people of God? 

Only a man called by God through His Church to do it. And 

so the pastor asks for a blessing from the people—a reaffir-

mation of his ordination. But how else could there be to ask 

a blessing in the church except by giving one: “The Lord be 

with you”? Then the people bless him in response: “And with 

thy spirit” (LSB, p. 189). And only then, with your blessing, 

does the pastor pray.

So we have confessed, prayed God’s Word, asked His 

mercy, received and asked His blessing, and prayed that our 

own desires might conform to His holy will. How shall we 

know God’s will for us unless we hear Him? So the reading 

of His Word comes next—from the prophecies of Christ in 

the Old Testament, to the exhortations of the apostles in the 

Epistles, to the voice of Jesus Himself in the Gospel.

Having heard the words of Christ in the Gospel, we re-

spond by speaking back to Him what has been spoken to us. 

He has told us who He is, so we confess in the Creed that we 

believe His Word. 
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tween people and their pastors. Go to church to meet Jesus in 

Confession and Absolution as well. Jesus gave this authority 

to His ministers in John 20:21–23 for a reason—go and experi-

ence what that reason is.

Key Points
• Church is the Means of Grace place.

• There is a rhyme and reason to the order of worship.

• You have a role in the drama of the Divine Service.

• The Divine Service teaches you how to think about  

the things of God.

Discussion Questions
1.  What did you think of church when you were a kid? 

How did that change as you grew up?

2.  What is a sermon you really remember? Why was it 

memorable? Can you think of how it showed you both 

Law and Gospel?

3.  In the liturgy we say that we are worshiping “with 

angels and archangels.” Have you ever thought about 

being in church with the “whole company of heaven”? 

How could that insight change how you view Sunday 

morning?
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4.  Does your church use Matins or Vespers or Compline 
very often? Maybe for midweek Advent and Lent 
services? What other prayer services are used in your 
parish? 

Action Steps
1.  Make time to attend church each Sunday.

2.  Prepare for worship each week with the prayers in the 
front of the hymnal. Use the prayers there to prepare 
for receiving Communion as well.

3.  Listen for Law and Gospel in the sermon; take notes if 
you like.

4.  Make an appointment with your pastor for Confession 
and Absolution.


