
The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 15, Year B  
The Text: Ephesians 5:15-20
If you asked many people what it is that Christians do, they would say: “Christians are people who go to church.” 

But why do Christians go to church? People may answer that question in various ways.  Some may think we go to church to ‘do the right thing’ so that God will accept us.  Others would say we go to church to praise and thank God for his wonderful gifts, and to keep receiving his gifts of grace through his word and Sacraments.  Others might remind us that Christians don’t just ‘go to church’ but that together we ‘are church’ and it is one of the church’s chief tasks to worship God – somewhat imperfectly here on earth, and perfectly in heaven forever.

The Bible leaves no question as to the main function of individual believers and of the Holy Christian Church: it is to worship God.  Worship takes place at three altars: the ‘heart altar’, the ‘home altar’ and the ‘church altar’.  Christian congregations show the importance of public worship by erecting church buildings and dedicating them for worship.  The chief benefit of Christian worship is that it keeps us anchored or focused on God, trusting in his saving action through Jesus, and responding in words and acts of praise and thanks.

I read somewhere once about the weightlessness that astronauts experience in space.  They always have to be strapped in or they will float anywhere.  They can’t even push a switch on an instrument panel without being firmly anchored; otherwise they simply push themselves backwards.  In order to stand anywhere they need suction caps on their feet.  When they sleep it doesn’t matter whether they sleep on the top or bottom of the bunk, or even sleep standing up.  There is no top or bottom, up or down in space.  That’s hard for us to imagine because we have the earth as our focus.  The face of the earth (the ground) determines what is up or down and we live with the force of gravity that always brings us back to our point of reference.

Here on earth many people suffer from a different kind of weightlessness; spiritual weightlessness.  Since they are without God, there is no anchor-point for their lives.  Their lives are without purpose, direction and hope.  Whether something is right or wrong is determined simply by how they feel or what other people are doing.

We Christians, however, don’t have to suffer from spiritual weightlessness because God is our anchor-point.  The Bible describes both God the Father and Jesus Christ the Son as a spiritual “Rock” on which to anchor our lives.  In worship we allow God’s Spirit to anchor our lives and our church firmly to ‘the Rock of our Salvation.’

In Ephesians 5, St. Paul is encouraging Christians not to live as unwise people in the world but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. He says: “In these days of spiritual weightlessness let us make the most of every opportunity to remain anchored to the works and wisdom of God.”  We need to understand what the Lord’s will is (verses 15-16).  

Christian worship helps us understand God’s will.  When God’s people worship we are making the most of every opportunity to understand what the Lord’s will is – what he wants to do for us, and wants us to do for him - so that we may live wisely in the world.  It is amazing how easily spiritual weightlessness takes over.  Our minds are so easily influenced by the ideas and values that are presented in the media or among our friends, that we need a constant reminder and focus on God’s will, or we find ourselves spiritually adrift.

God doesn’t only give us a solid anchor-point with the opportunity to understand his will; he also gives us a spiritual force, like gravity, to help keep our lives anchored to Christ.  That spiritual force is the Holy Spirit of God himself, whom he gives to dwell in every believer.  St. Paul writes: “Do not get drunk with wine, which leads to debauchery.  Instead be filled with the Spirit.” Paul here refers to two kinds of spirit; one spelt with a small ‘s’—the kind that you get in a bottle which, if not consumed in moderation, will ruin you, and the Spirit with a capital ‘S’; the Holy Spirit.  

Christian worship keeps us filled with the right kind of Spirit—the Spirit of God—to keep us anchored in Christ. Paul says be filled with the Spirit, but are not all Christians already filled with the Spirit in Baptism?  Yes, we are; but Paul is encouraging us here to keep on being filled with the Spirit.  Famous Bible teacher, D. L. Moody, was once asked by a well-meaning person, “Are you filled with the Spirit?”  He replied, “Yes, but I leak!”  Just as we continually need the strong forces of gravity to keep us firmly anchored on earth, we continually need to be filled with the power of God’s Holy Spirit to keep us firmly anchored in Christ.  

How does this spiritual ‘in-filling’ or ‘up-filling’ happen?  In today’s text Paul says: “Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs, sing and make music in your heart to the Lord.”  
Our spiritual in-filling happens mainly in the context of Christian worship.  Paul highlights three aspects of such worship.  First, he speaks of Christian worship that happens at the ‘church altar’; in the company of other Christians.  In public worship we allow God to speak to us as the Word of Christ dwells among us richly, and we speak to one another in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.  This implies that our acts of worship have value not just as our opportunity to speak to God but his opportunity to speak and come to us.  The psalms, the hymns, the spiritual songs, the parts of the liturgy we sing are often words straight from the Bible.  We speak God’s word to one another.  We teach others and are taught by them.  That is why God commands that his people worship not just privately but also publicly.

Second, Paul encourages the kind of worship that happens at the ‘heart altar’; in our hearts.  The outward acts of worship: the psalms, hymns, spiritual songs; prayers and so on are of little benefit unless worship also takes place in our hearts.  Paul wrote: “Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord” (19b).  The key words here are ‘in your heart’ and ‘to the Lord’.   Both the prophet Isaiah and Jesus warned the people of Israel against worshipping the Lord with their mouths while their hearts were far from him.  Jesus told the woman at the well that the Father seeks worshippers who will worship him ‘in Spirit and in truth’ – internally and faithfully, according to the truth of his word. Such internal, faithful worship - ‘in your heart’ and ‘to the Lord’ - is the channel through which the Holy Spirit does his work in us.

Third, St Paul reminds us that Christian worship happens in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ: “… always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (verse 20).  Worship expresses our thanks to God for all his spiritual and material blessings, in the name of Jesus—the name in which we are baptised, the name in which we are encouraged to begin each day, and the name that unites all believers in the unity of the Spirit.  Whenever we worship or pray, publicly or privately, we do so in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.  We know that we can approach the throne of God the Father in Jesus’ name alone.

So, as God’s people, let’s aim to grow stronger through the worship of Christ: in the company of other Christians, in our hearts, in our homes, always in the name of Jesus, so that we may continue to be filled with the Holy Spirit and understand God’s will for us, keeping our lives firmly anchored and focused on Christ—living not as unwise but wise people, making the most of every opportunity. Amen. 

