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A sermon preached at  
St Andrew’s Parish Church, Headington 

 
By Rev Dr Tim Howles 

 
 
Reading: Psalm 95 
 
1 Come, let us sing for joy to the Lord; 
    let us shout aloud to the Rock of our salvation. 
2 Let us come before him with thanksgiving 
    and extol him with music and song. 
3 For the Lord is the great God, 
    the great King above all gods. 
4 In his hand are the depths of the earth, 
    and the mountain peaks belong to him. 
5 The sea is his, for he made it, 
    and his hands formed the dry land. 
6 Come, let us bow down in worship, 
    let us kneel before the Lord our Maker; 
7 for he is our God 
    and we are the people of his pasture, 
    the flock under his care. 
 
Today, if only you would hear his voice, 
8 “Do not harden your hearts as you did at Meribah 
    as you did that day at Massah in the wilderness, 
9 where your ancestors tested me; 
    they tried me, though they had seen what I did. 
10 For forty years I was angry with that generation; 
    I said, ‘They are a people whose hearts go astray, 
    and they have not known my ways.’ 
11 So I declared on oath in my anger, 
    ‘They shall never enter my rest.’” 

  
The season of Lent is an opportunity for us to pause and take stock of some of the 
disciplines and practices that mark our Christian lives.  
 
Today, I’d like to think about the topic of worship. And to do that, please would you 
turn to that great text of the Bible that talks about worship: Psalm 95.  
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In this Psalm, we find: (A) what worship is; (B) why we should worship; (C) how we 
can worship. 
 
A. What is worship? 
 
Is it singing? What then if I can’t sing (!) Does it require accompaniment by an 
organ? What about guitar and drums? Does it matter if we’re standing? kneeling? 
raising our arms?  
 
Well, clearly worship can encompass all those things. Just look at the variety of 
expressions of worship that are mentioned in this Psalm alone. Verse 1 says: 
“come, let us sing for joy to the Lord; let us shout aloud to the Rock of our salvation”. 
In verse 6 it says: “come, let us bow down in worship; let us kneel before the Lord our 
Maker”. 
 
But, there’s a very important word that occurs a number of times in this Psalm, but 
that is easy to miss. It’s the little word “for”. Verse 3: worship the Lord “…for He is 
the great God, the great King above all gods”. Verse 7: worship the Lord, “…for he is 
our God and we are the people of his pasture”.   
 
Do you see the order? Worship begins with thinking about, calling-to-mind, 
enumerating the excellencies of God—who He is and what He’s done—in such a way 
that subsequently we cannot help but burst out in praise and thanksgiving. 
 
Let me show you what I mean with an illustration.  
 
Imagine a woman who has inherited a piece of jewellery, a broach. It’s something 
that’s been around the family for years; her mother had it before her, and her mother 
before her. But nobody quite knows where it came from, nor what it’s worth, and half 
the time they don’t even know where it is. But one day the woman notices it, lying in 
a drawer, and says: oh that old thing, I suppose I should get it valued. So she takes it 
to the jeweller. And he gets out his eye-glass, lifts it to the light and begins to look at 
it. He notices the colour. He notices the texture. He notices the way the facets refract 
the light. And after a few minutes, he takes out the eye-glass and lets it drop to the 
floor. There’s laboured breathing. And he feels feint. Because he realises that this is 
not just any old item: it’s a lost, ancient, unique piece of jewellery; the craft with 
which it was made has vanished from the face of the Earth; no-one knows how to do 
it anymore; it’s priceless. He tells the owner. And she’s thunderstruck. You see, this 
thing had always sat at the bottom of a drawer. But now, for the first time, she 
understands its true value. And she realises that now her entire life will be changed 
because of what she holds in her hand. 
 
That’s what this Psalm is talking about. Worship starts with thinking. It starts with 
holding God up to the light and looking at Him, at His value and beauty, at all that He 
has done for us in Christ. And, as we begin to understand what we have, our lives will 
inevitably explode in joy and in praise, however that might be expressed.  
 
That’s what worship is. And it’s the key distinctive of the Christian faith.  
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Most people in this country (we know from the polls) do believe in God in some way 
or another. They’ll say they have a sense of a divine power, that they have some kind 
of spirituality, maybe even that they pray. But they have God in the way that woman 
had the broach; they’re unaware of the value of what they hold. The difference 
between a Christian and a non-Christian life is not necessarily about what you say you 
believe; it’s about worship. It’s about knowing the goodness, the beauty and the value 
of God and then living a life that has been absolutely changed by that knowledge.  
 
So what is worship? It’s not just a bit of inspiration; it’s not just a little pick-me-up; 
it’s not something we do once a week at church. Worship is the act of ascribing 
ultimate value to God, in such a way that it galvanises, electrifies and transforms your 
whole life. 
 
2. Why should we worship? 
 
The answer is: because you’re already worshipping something. You’re already 
ascribing ultimate value to something. Your life is already controlled and orientated 
by something.  
 
Let me put it this way: I said before that the world is divided into people who worship 
and people who don’t. But it might be more accurate to say that the world is divided 
between those who worship something that will distort your life, and those who 
worship the only object worthy to be worshipped. 
 
Have a look at verse 3, where it says: “for the Lord is a great God, and a great King 
above all gods”. The Psalm here is not suggesting that there is some kind of pantheon 
of different gods up there in the sky, and our God happens to be the best bet to 
worship compared to the others. No, it’s reminding us of the ways in which we tend 
to worship other things in life, such that, functionally, we treat them as god. The Bible 
calls that “idolatry”. And, as Martin Luther said, the human heart is a “factory of 
idols”.  
 
This Psalm is inviting us to recognise where our worship already is, and then transfer 
it to God alone. 
 
Now, you might be thinking: how is it that you claim people who aren’t religious are 
already worshipping something?  
 
We’re just coming on to the Harry Potter books with our children. In the first book 
(and film), as you might know, there’s an object in Hogwarts called The Mirror of 
Erised. And every time you look into this mirror, you see something different. So 
when Harry looks into it, he sees his parents, whom he misses greatly. But when Ron 
looks into it, he sees himself as a great sportsman. And when other people look into it, 
they see something different. And it’s not until Dumbledore explains that we 
understand why:  
 

Erised, he explained, is the word “desire” spelt backwards. When 
you look into this mirror, it reveals to you the deepest and most 
desperate desire of your heart.  
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Every single person has invested their desire in something. And we say to ourselves: 
if only I had that, then I would be happy, then I would be fulfilled, then I would find 
meaning in life.  
 
What is it for you? Your career? Your family? Your achievement? Recognition as a 
member of the community? Having a house that people admire? What would you see 
if you looked into that mirror?  
 
We all have something to which we ascribe ultimate value in life; we all have 
something around which our deepest hopes and fears are orientated; we all have 
something that, if we didn’t have it, would leave us feeling miserable and lost. 
 
But whatever that thing is, your relationship to it is one of worship.  
 
To be a Christian is to say: God, help me to transfer the deepest desire of my heart to 
You alone. 
 
And the promise of Christianity is that, when we do that, God will never let us down.  
 
If career is your ultimate value, then when your career falters, you’ll be crushed. If 
romance and love is your ultimate value, then when a relationship fails, you’ll be 
bitter. If health is your ultimate value, then when you become sick, you’ll grow angry. 
If status is your ultimate value, then when you’re slighted, you’ll be despondent and 
torn up inside.  
 
But if God is your ultimate value, then you finally have an object who is worthy of 
your worship. In the letter to the Hebrews it says of God that He is “the anchor of our 
souls” (Heb 6:19). If you can redirect your heart to God, then your life will be as 
secure as an anchor in the rock. However much the storms rage, however choppy the 
waters are, however much the boat of your life is tossed around, you won’t be broken. 
You can’t be. Because the deepest desire of your heart, your worship, is invested into 
One who cannot be shaken. 
 
Every one of us has already invested in something as our ultimate value in life. But do 
you see how radical Christian worship is? Every time we worship we’re engaged in 
pulling, in transferring, in relocating the deepest desires of our hearts towards the One 
who alone can sustain them.  
 
So we’ve considered what worship is, and why we should do it, but finally: 
 
3. How should we worship? 
 
And the answer to this is written in nearly every verse of the Psalm, although we may 
not have noticed it:  
 
1 O come, let us sing to the Lord; 
 let us make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation! 
2 Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving; 
     let us make a joyful noise to him with songs of praise! 
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7 For he is our God, 
     we are the people of his pasture ...  
 
The Psalm is written entirely in the plural. 
 
You’ll probably know the story of C. S. Lewis and his two friends, Ronald and 
Charles. They were a little group that met regularly in Oxford; they were incredibly 
intimate, close friends. But one day, suddenly, Charles died. And when Charles died, 
C. S. Lewis said: well, this is terrible, but at least now my friendship with Ronald will 
be such that I will get more of him that I got before; I won’t have to share him with 
Charles. But to his surprise he discovered that there were certain things in Ronald that 
only Charles drew out. And Lewis realised, paradoxically, that when Charles died he 
did not get more of Ronald; he got less of Ronald.  
 
Why? Because we were made to be in community. Our worship is best done together. 
It can only be done together. Because only together can we draw out from each other 
what is needed to redirect our hearts away from this world and towards God. 
 
So let me end with this question: are we a worshipping community? Is church 
something you do if you feel like it, and if nothing else has got in the way for you? Or 
do we come here with the intention of encouraging each other to worship God?  
 
Can’t think how to do that? Well, here’s a suggestion. Find one person or a small 
group here for whom you can act as a Ronald or as Charles. Meet up. Read the Bible 
together. Think about God, who He is and what He has done for you. And be prepared 
to ask each other questions. How is your worship this week? What is causing you to 
be distracted? How can I pray for you this week? Wouldn’t it be wonderful if this 
church, St Andrew’s, could be characterised by relationships of that sort? 
 
The whole Christian life is a life of worship. Don’t come to church once a week to go 
through the motions. Meditate again and again on who God is and what He has done 
for you. And then, overflowing with joy, just watch as your life bursts out in praise 
and thanksgiving.  
 
Amen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


