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	The book of Revelation is without a doubt the most imaginative as well as most troubling book in the entire Bible.  With its dark symbolism, portraying some of the most frightening images to be found in all of scripture- from strange creatures with six wings and multiple eyes both in front and in the back of their heads to four horsemen who go forth spreading pestilence and death upon the earth, we learn that not only will the world be judged for its rejection of God but for those who remain faithful to the end, a crown of righteousness will be reserved for them in heaven.  In our text from chapter 5, we are given a vision of the throne room of heaven.  God is seated upon the throne and he has a scroll in his hand on which the prophecy concerning the Last Things, including both the salvation of God’s people and the judgment of the wicked, have been inscribed.  Around him are twenty-four other thrones with twenty-four elders seated upon them, representing the twelve patriarchs of the Old Testament and the twelve disciples of the New Testament.  An angel proclaims with a loud voice, “Who is worthy to open the scroll and break its seals?” but alas, we find that there is no one deemed worthy enough to open the scroll or look into it.  Then one of the elders announces that the Lion of Judah- HE is worthy to unfold the scroll and look therein.  At that moment, a Lamb with seven horns and seven eyes appears before the throne.  It takes the scroll from the hand of God at which the twenty-four elders fall down and begin worshiping it.  The Lamb ALONE is worthy because it represents Jesus Christ who voluntarily laid down his life on behalf of the world like a lamb led to the slaughter.  They then sing a new song that goes like this:
	Worthy art thou to take the scroll and to open its seals, For thou wast slain and by thy 	blood didst ransom men for God from every tribe and tongue and people and nation, and 	has made them a kingdom and priests to our God, and they shall reign on earth.
The chorus begins to swell with the additional voices of thousands upon thousands of heavenly angels singing: 
	Worthy is the Lamb who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might 
	and honor and glory and blessing!  
And then added to theirs are those of every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and in the sea, saying, 
	To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be blessing and honor and glory and 
	might for ever and ever!  
With that, the elders fall down and worship the Lamb along with the rest. 
	As we bring our sermon series on “Great Prayers of the Bible” to a conclusion this morning, it is fitting that we close with the Church offering up real worship to the Lamb, Jesus Christ- he who died for us and that we might become one with the Father and enjoy him for all eternity.  After all, the Westminster Confession, one of the most IMPORTANT of our confessional statements, begins by reminding us that “man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.”  This scene out of Revelation shows us prayer as God INTENDED it to be- prayer as “adoration,” prayer as “worship,” prayer as the spontaneous yearning of the heart to honor, magnify, and bless the Lord.  In adoration, we enter the rarefied air of selfless devotion, asking for nothing else than the privilege of cherishing God and loving him for himself.  In adoration, we give God glory for that which God has done for us.  We are acutely aware that had it not been for God- for his love and mercy and personal presence in our lives, we would be empty inside, devoid of meaning and hope and joy and peace.  We would not enjoy the kind of special relationships that we do with God’s people--the Church--nor would we have the resources to overcome many of the battles we face in life.  If prayer is anything, it is first and last an act of adoration.  It is praising, giving thanks, and blessing God in gratitude and thankfulness for who God is and for all God has given us.  
	When we remain cognizant of God’s goodness, of God’s favor in our lives, then prayer as an expression of gratitude comes quite naturally to us.  After all, we were created in the first place to worship, we were born to ascribe supreme “worthship” (from which the word “worship” comes from) to someone or something other than ourselves whether it is to God, our greatest sports heroes, our favorite rock stars or politicians, or to a golden calf as the Israelites once did- it’s in our genes.  Back in the summer of 1976, I worked in a bank in mid-town Manhattan, in the center of New York City.  The bank was located directly across the street from Bloomingdale’s, the famed department store which attracts customers from all over the world.  From my desk, I could look outside the front window and see the famous art deco lettering on its façade.  One day, the bank manager came over to me and asked if I wanted to get out of work early and see Queen Elizabeth as within the hour, she would be arriving at the front door of Bloomingdale’s to do some shopping there.  She was making her second trip to the city during her reign and the television reporters with their cameras were already assembling outside our front doors.  This was a really big deal for New York.  Even though the Queen was to receive the key to the city and be made an “honorary New Yorker” by Mayor Beame, her REAL reason for coming to New York was to do some serious shopping at Bloomingdale’s.  
	In the moments leading up to her arrival, I waited outside as the crowd grew larger by the minute, everyone just wanting to catch a glimpse of her and her husband, Prince Phillip, the Prince Consort.  After about a half-hour, I heard the blare of horns in the distance coming up Park Avenue, one block over.  Then, a procession of police cars with their sirens wailing leading a large black limousine came down 59th St. and turned left onto Lexington Ave. directly in front of the department store.  The cars came up the street in the wrong direction because the Queen has a tradition of only getting out of the right side of her car.  Then she emerged followed by her husband.  Now even though I’m half-English, I’m no lover of the British monarchy and CERTAINLY no fan of Queen Elizabeth.  Standing approximately twenty feet away from her, I thought I’d just observe her as a dispassionate spectator.  Boy was I surprised.  Along with the hundred or so onlookers, I found my arm, almost involuntarily, being raised and reaching out to her, as if I could almost touch her.  Then, I began yelling out to her along with everyone else, “QUEENIE, QUEENIE!  OVER HERE!  OVER HERE!” “LOOK AT ME!”  Some primal instinct seemed to take over as I was caught off guard by the sudden emotion of the moment.  She turned in my direction, smiled, and offered a brief wave, and I could almost swear that she looked and waved directly at ME.  Then, she and the Prince disappeared through the front door of the department store.  I was a little embarrassed afterwards but it reminded me that the impulse to offer up praise and worship lies deep within us and that it can serve us for either good or for ill, that we can focus it towards God to whom it should be properly directed, or to someone else and produce something so diabolical as an Adolf Hitler or Joseph Stalin.
	The thing about worship is that what arises spontaneously in the heart will then find itself channeled--often quite unconsciously--through one’s lips in the form of praise.  In Luke 19 and the story of Jesus’ entrance into Jerusalem on an ass, the Pharisees insist that Jesus rebuke his followers for praising him as their king.  Jesus’ response is to say to them, “I tell you this, if any of these had remained silent, the very STONES would then have cried out.”  And such prayer is not only spontaneous, it is also joyful.  It seems we can’t help BUT rejoice in light of everything we’ve received at God’s hands.  This is why St. Paul commands us to “Rejoice!” when we pray.  Prayer is above all giving oneself over to God who is ready to give good gifts, and this can’t help BUT inspire us to live in joy, gratitude, mercy, humility, and love toward each other and toward God. 
	But what is PROPER worship?  When do we know that we are doing is RIGHT?  This is not an easy question to answer.  Some years ago, I was inspired by a sentence from the writings of Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, a great Jewish writer of the last generation.  He wrote, "When faith is completely replaced by creed, worship by discipline, love by habit; when the crisis of today is ignored because of the splendor of the past; when faith becomes an heirloom rather than a living fountain; when religion speaks only in the name of authority rather than with the voice of compassion, its message becomes meaningless."  I interpret this to say that what we need and desire above all is a religion that helps us encounter God, an experience of worship that connects "deep unto deep” as the psalmist says.
	Religion, you see, is an attempt to answer the ultimate questions of life, questions as to who we are, where we have come from and where we are going; how we should live and who we are ultimately responsible to; questions of how we can deal with our increasing feelings of anxiety, guilt and despair.  Religion is meant to give us some guidance to these questions- these are the problems every man, woman and child wrestles with every day of their lives.  Unless religion can help us get a handle on these issues, it will REMAIN dull, irrelevant, and superficial.
	What we need for religion to become real is not more plans, programs or gimmicks; what we need is not bigger and more beautiful sanctuaries in which to worship; what we need are not better rituals or more finely-crafted sermons to help usher us into the presence of God- what we DO in fact need is a personal encounter with the living God who never stops calling us to himself, a HOLY God who inspires within us awe and wonder and praise and adoration.  We need a personal vision of God even as those twenty-four elders and the hosts of heavenly angels and the rest of all the creatures in heaven and on earth and under the sea did in Revelation 5.  Only THEN will we ever discover what it means to worship God ARIGHT!
	However, before worship can once again become real for us, we have to recover a sense of the holiness of God, a sense of awe and wonder and glory concerning the person of God- and that's not an easy thing for us to do!  To begin with, we live in an age which can barely tolerate "mystery" and "wonder."  If there is something we do not understand, our immediate impulse is to put our thinking caps on and solve it.  Like the ancient Greeks, our supreme faith is now in reason because by better understanding the world and its processes, we can then assume greater control over it and our lives.  Because we believe everything is measurable and calculable, we privilege science and statistics over everything else.  As a result, we sense the world has lost a great deal of its luster- that it is fast becoming empty, flat, dull, and uninspiring.  As the great German sociologist Max Weber famously put it almost a century ago, under the expanding influence of reason and science, the world is inescapably being dominated by “specialists without spirit, sensualists without heart.”
	But for the Jews, they learned, not merely to understand or to use, but in order to REVERE.  The more they understood about the universe, the smaller they saw themselves in relation to it and the more they marveled at God's creation, praising him for his wisdom and intelligence, his beauty and his power.  Sensing the impenetrable mysteries around them, they were driven TO God, not AWAY from him; they were moved to exalt and praise the architect of this universe, not explain him away.  This is why the psalmist could declare:
	O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is thy name in all the earth!...
	When I look at thy heavens, the work of thy fingers, the moon and the stars which thou hast 			established;
	What is man that thou art mindful of him, and the son of man that thou dost care for him?
 (Ps. 8:1,3,4)
	Another reason why it is so difficult to recover a sense of the holiness, the wonder and glory of God in worship is because of worship itself.  When the Jews gathered at the temple, they had what could only be described as a "holy expectancy."  They believed they would actually hear the voice of God speak to them.  When Moses went into the Tabernacle he knew he was entering the presence of God.  The same was true of the early church.  They were keenly aware that the veil had been torn in two and like Moses and Aaron, they were entering the Holy of Holies.  No intermediaries were needed.  They were coming into the awful, glorious, gracious Presence of the living God.  They came with anticipation knowing that Christ was among them and would teach them and touch them with his living power.
	How different it is for US.  For many of us, church has become a social occasion to see our friends and plan quaint potlucks among ourselves.  It is the opportunity to appreciate old hymns or choral singing, or hear the pastor preach a sermon rather than a summons to enter the presence of God and hear God speak to US.  For many of us today, worship has become more a mild form of therapy for the mind and soul rather than a vertical response to God's grace and love in our lives.  We're always thinking of what WE can get out of the service instead of what we can GIVE to God through our participation in worship.  If you don't believe me, just ask yourselves how many times you've said "I really liked that sermon" or "I didn't get anything from the service this morning" as though YOU were the object and beneficiary of worship rather than God.
	Soren Kierkegaard, the great 19th century philosopher, believed that in Christian worship, God became the audience, the congregation became the performer, and the minister, choir and other leaders were the prompters.  The object and primary beneficiary of all our singing, praying, preaching and confessing was GOD and NOT ourselves.  We assemble here on Sunday mornings not so we can have a "worship experience" but because God has summoned us into his presence to express our gratitude and continued dependency upon him.  We're not here to get; rather, we're here to GIVE!  Thus, the question for us this morning perhaps should not be "What did I get out of this morning’s worship service?" but rather, "How did I DO?"  If we began to look at it this way, everything about our worship would then be transformed.
	In closing, let me try to answer the question, "How do we recover a sense of the holy, of awe and wonder and glory in our worship?" by saying that we can do so by coming to church PREPARED TO WORSHIP, by having prayed and meditated on the scriptures throughout the week in anticipation of the service.  If our hearts and minds and spirits have not been properly attuned and conditioned for worshipping God during the week, little will be offered to God by us in our brief hour together.
	Secondly, we must come to church WITH A SENSE OF "HOLY EXPECTANCY.”  We must approach each service with the knowledge that we are going to encounter God in this place.  After all, don’t we believe that God encounters us in through his personal presence within each one of us in our fellowship together.  Don’t we trust that God encounters us in our service of worship- in our singing and in our prayers, in the proclamation of his Word and even in the silence IN BETWEEN our words.  Yes, God IS here, and even after the last song has been sung and the benediction bestowed, God is STILL with us- beside us and in our hearts as we leave the building.  
	Garrison Keillor who for years delighted millions with his tales of Lake Wobegone on Prairie Home Companion once said something years ago that I’ve never forgotten:
	My problem with ministers is that I can hardly bear their sermons.  I cannot stand the well-crafted sermon...When a minister stands in front of people, he is interrupting what the people have come to church for.  He had better have a good reason for doing that...We don't go to church to hear lectures on ethical behavior, we go to church to look at the mysteries, and all the substitutes for communion with God are not worth anyone's time.
I believe Keillor is right, that we DO come to church, not to hear a sermon, but to peer in on the mysteries and encounter God there, and all the substitutes for communion with God are not worth anyone's time, least of all God's.
	And lastly, we must come to worship PREPARING TO GIVE- we are the performers, God is the audience to whom our worship and adoration is directed.  Our primary purpose is not to get, but to GIVE- to give of our time, our money, our service, our heart-felt praise and gratitude for all God's goodness, faithfulness, justice and mercy towards us.  We have come to place ourselves before his throne to make OURSELVES the highest offering we can give.  I am convinced that by coming to church PREPARED to worship, approaching the service with a sense of HOLY EXPECTANCY, and then with open hearts BEING PREPARED TO GIVE- of our money, our service, our SELVES, we can begin to recover a sense of God's glory, we can begin to turn our worship away from ourselves and back to God to whom all TRUE prayer must be directed and to whom all TRUE worship belongs.  Let us pray...
Heavenly Father, it is love that calls forth our speech this morning, to tell you how much we love you and need you in our lives and in our world.  Teach us how to adore you, to think less of ourselves and more of you and your care and concern for all your creation.  Help us to see your greatness- in the face of the most powerless among us to the simplest act of charity done in your name.  Help us to bow before your presence in endless wonder and ceaseless praise.  We pray this in the name of the one who alone was worthy to open the scroll- Jesus Christ.  Amen.
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