The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the Twentieth Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 25), Year C

Psalm 84
God’s Favourite Place for You

Have you ever attended a state-wide Convention of our Church? There are many folk who go each year. Were you to ask them why, most would likely reply:  it’s because of the joyful, uplifting worship; worship that inspires and motivates them to return home to serve our Lord with renewed enthusiasm. 
The psalms are songs that overflow with the joy of worshipping God together. Psalm 122 is the key to all the psalms when it says: “I was glad when they said to me, let us go to the House of the Lord.”

The psalms are written by people who love God with all their heart and soul. They are the testimonies of those who have to worship as often as possible because their Creator means everything to them. They invite us also to be “lost in wonder, love and praise” of our grace-giving God. They want us to share their love of being in God’s House because of the unmerited, unearned forgiveness God gives them there.


King David is much more important as a writer of psalms, and as a lover of worship, than he is as a ruler. All the heartache and anguish he experienced didn’t stop him saying, “My love for Your House burns in me like a fire (Psalm 69:6)” – words St. John quotes about Jesus. The first love of David’s life was worshipping God with fellow believers. His psalms are still an unsurpassed aid to worship and Christian devotion. David kept the praise of God at the centre of his life and all he did, because there was nothing he needed more than our God, and an assurance of His love.

“Your unfailing love is better than life itself (Psalm 63:3)” was sung by David because without God’s love for us, life is hardly worth living. To praise God together is to express joy in words. By inviting us to praise and glorify God, David invites us to enjoy God. For we were created to “glorify and enjoy God forever.” Even psalms that begin on a note of depression or disappointment end with an outburst of adoration and praise, because there’s no higher expression of love for someone than to praise them. David tells God, “I can never stop praising You: I declare Your glory all day long (71:8).” That’s the language of love.

Today’s 84th Psalm was written by another enthusiastic advocate for corporate worship in God’s House. Its composer expresses the joy of those who overcome obstacles in order to be there. What draws the writer to God’s House is a thousand times stronger than anything that could draw the writer anywhere else: “One day spent in Your Temple is better than a thousand anywhere else (v10).” The writer would be appalled at the attitude of some Christians today who view weekly worship as okay for other, less busy folk. Weekly worship douses our doubts, and waters our faith at the same time, causing it to grow steadily.

Psalm 84 jubilantly declares to us that we cannot overestimate the importance of worshipping God, because of the way God’s interaction with us in His Divine Service changes us and changes the course of history itself. Worshipping God is the truest expression of trust in God. The desire to come and worship the Lord is a beautiful expression of faith in the One who created us, the One who has redeemed us. Worship is faith in action for the benefit and blessing of others as well as for ourselves. To worship God as often as possible is an exercise in unselfishness. In its wholehearted, all-absorbing focus on God and what God can do for us. Worship keeps us from an unhealthy preoccupation with ourselves and our personal agendas and priorities.

The Archbishop of Canterbury firmly believes that worship of our triune God is the only means we have of saving a sinking world. He said that to worship is: 

“to quicken the conscience by the holiness of God, 

  to feed the mind with the truth of God, 

  to purge the imagination by the beauty of God, 

  to open up the heart to the love of God, 

  to devote the will to the purpose of God.”

Our psalmist would agree and would also add that we are here to receive gifts God alone can give us: 
the gift of His transforming presence, 
His creative blessing, 
His life-renewing grace 
and strength for daily living. 
Over the centuries, countless Christians have come to God’s House on the Lord’s Day, wondering how they’ll cope with all the pressures of the week ahead, and have left with renewed confidence that our Lord will give them the strength needed for each new day. 
Sunday worship adds God’s blessing to the work we do day by day. God promises to multiply with His blessing whatever time we give to Him. Hence we look on time in a new way, as if to say, “An hour in God’s House is better than 167 hours elsewhere.” The psalmist would rather stand in the entrance to God’s House than live in “the tents of the wicked.” “The tents of the wicked” are any place characterised by self-serving rather than the service of God and neighbour. “As we worship, so we serve.” God serves us in His House so that we can more effectively serve others in the week ahead.

The place called “Zion” represents the place where God comes to us in worship. God is as much at home in His earthly House as He is in heaven. 
Where we worship God is the centre of the world for us. God has a special love for all who come to His House to honour and glorify Him. God has a unique affection for all the places where we worship Him. From Zion, God’s blessings extend to the rest of our community and our land. We worship God here on behalf of the rest of His creation. Hence the reference to sparrows and swallows in today’s psalm. Far from seeking to drive them out, the psalmist thinks how lucky they are to be here!

Their nests are their homes. When the psalmist is away from his true home on earth – God’s House – he’s homesick for it. “Zion” is a big word in the Scriptures. Because of all the wonderful things God does in Zion, the psalms cannot extol it too highly. “From Mount Zion, the perfection of beauty, God shines in glorious radiance (Psalm 50:2).” The song Great in Power praises our Lord as the One who is “great in wonder, great in Zion, King over all the earth.” 

Jesus fulfilled all that Zion stood for. The new family of Zion gathers in Jesus’ name to receive His love and to be radiantly transformed by Him. Christ Himself is the meeting point between God and us, between heaven and earth. He dearly loves His Church and is thrilled to be intimately associated with it, despite our all too obvious blemishes and imperfections. Jesus Christ, our servant King, comes to us here in His Word and Sacraments to incorporate us, already now, in the worshipping community of heaven, the heavenly Jerusalem.

In Hebrews he says:
“But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, and to the assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to God the Judge of all, and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant (Hebrews 12:22-24).” 

Our Lord comes to us in that thing that forms the centrepiece of any home – a table. The Lord’s Table is where we receive the food we need for our journey to Mount Zion in heaven. At this Table, we not only remember with joy and thanksgiving what our Lord has done for us, we’re also remembered by Him as He comes again and again to make us glorious in God’s eyes. Holy Communion is a “Feast of Victory” because here we share in Christ’s victory over sin, death and the devil, and here faith that’s victorious over the world is nourished, nurtured, strengthened and affirmed.

A pastor once reported, “I have in my congregation a worthy aged woman, who has for many years been so deaf as not to distinguish the loudest sound; and yet she is always one of the first in the meeting. On asking the reason of her constant attendance, as it was impossible for her to hear my voice, she answered, ‘Though I cannot hear you, I come to God’s House because I love it, and would be found in His ways; and He gives me many a sweet thought upon the text when it is pointed out to me: another reason is, because I am in the best company, in the most immediate presence of God, and among His saints, the honourable of the earth. I am not satisfied with serving God in private; it is my duty and privilege to honour Him regularly and constantly in public.’” 

This woman has caught and embraced the message of today’s psalm. May God bless each one of us whenever we gather in worship. God grant that for Jesus’ sake. 

Amen.

