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Family Worship

Sermon preached by Pastor C. John Steer

Autumn Ridge Church, Rochester, MN 

October 17 & 18, 2009

No. 5:
Worship – The Momentous Activity

Scripture:
Deuteronomy 6:1-9

Today we are going to think about Family Worship.  

For several weeks we have been studying the grand theme of Worship. Up until now we have been looking at worship from the perspective of what we do when we gather for our weekend services. But God doesn’t want us to restrict this momentous activity to just one hour a week in church. 
He longs for us to be daily worshipers.

So we are going reflect on how we can worship in our homes, where we spend the majority of our time. 
This practice goes back to the Garden of Eden. 
Long before there was a temple in the Old Testament or a church building in the New Testament God’s people were worshipping in their homes.  
When the Israelites first entered the promised land of Canaan, Moses gave them specific instructions about family worship. 
These are found in Deuteronomy chapter 6. So please turn to that passage in your Bible and take out your message outline.

The first thing we notice is THE IMPORTANCE OF FAMILY WORSHIP

The chapter begins: “These are the commands, decrees and laws the Lord your God directed me to teach you.” (v 1)
In the previous chapter Moses has given the people the Ten Commandments. 
These are God’s rules for a strong, stable and safe society. 
So right away we see that one of the purposes of family worship is to teach God’s will.

God has revealed his will in his commands, decrees and laws. 
As the Israelites start a new life in their new land they are to build their nation on these godly principles.
One of the wisest decisions a newly married couple can make is to make sure their home is built on God’s word and their lives are based on God’s will.

Then family worship is important to pass on faith.

The families of Israel are to worship together, “So that you, your children and their children after them may fear the Lord your God as long as you live.” (v 2)
Two researchers have recently completed a study on the faith of young adults.  It was published under the title Soul Searching. 
They discovered that the most important factor in the faith of American teenagers is their parents.  
Parents shape their children’s faith trajectories. 
The spiritual atmosphere in the home is the single most important criteria in determining whether young adults continue in the Christian faith after they leave home.
Family worship is also important to obey God’s commands.

Moses tells these Jewish families, “Hear, O Israel, and be careful to obey so that it may go well with you.” (v 3)

It is one thing to know the truth it is another to do it. 
Home is where life makes up its mind so it is a particularly good place to implement the commands of God.

Now we might be surprised that the purpose of all this is that we and our children, “May fear the Lord your God.” (v 2)

Surely we don’t want our homes to be filled with fear. 
But this fear is a good and godly thing. 
It provides the motivation for living in a Christ pleasing way which means that we can enjoy life to the full. 

When we understand that God is our judge, we will not play fast and loose with his commands. 
We appreciate that they are for our good. 
Discipline at home and school will not be a major problem for children who fear the Lord. 
There will be an appropriate respect for parents and teachers. 

Life will be better and less stressful for everyone in a home that obeys God’s commands.
Next in this passage we see THE CONTENT OF FAMILY WORSHIP (vs 4-5)

This is it. “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.  Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.” (vs 4-5)
You cooks have concentrates in your kitchen. 
Well this is concentrated Christianity. 
This is the essence of the Christian life. 
This passage is called the Shema.
It was Israel’s confession of faith.  
It affirms that God is the power behind all things.
Every road leads to him. Every exploration must start with him.

He is the explanation of human history. 
Unless we begin with God we will run in endless circles of thought and eventually lose ourselves in the swamps of relativity where we can not know the beginning from the end.

The only proper response to a God like this is to love him with our whole being. 

This is the key to life. This is the story of Christianity.

Then Moses moves on to speak about THE VARIETY OF FAMILY WORSHIP
“These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.” (vs 6-9)

These verses are liberating. They are so different from some of the books about family devotions which tend to be rather rigid. Here we are given incredible freedom in the way we do our family worship.
We see that family worship begins in our heart.

“These commandments that I give you are to be upon your hearts.” (v 6)

As parents we cannot pass on to our children what we do not possess. God must be important to us or he can never be important to our children.

If we are going to love the Lord our God with all our heart we must have the Holy Spirit in our heart. 
We must have a new heart that God gives us when we trust Christ as our Savior.  
The ultimate goal of family worship is that every member of the family should give their heart to God.

One of our Elders wrote to me explaining how he and his wife aim for this. They have six grandchildren and each day in their family worship they pray for a different grandchild.
Their grandchildren are aware of this practice and when the grandchildren are with them for meals that child will be prayed for. On the seventh day of the week this couple prays for their daughters and sons-in-law, that they may love the Lord with all their heart.  

So family worship begins in our heart but it is then worked out in a wide variety of ways.
First it is expressed in our talk.

“Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up.” (v 7)

Now when some of us think of family devotions we may have a picture of a mini church service of singing, prayers, scripture reading and even a mini sermon. There is nothing wrong with that and I have known a few families to do it successfully. 
But there is no mention of that here.  
I think Moses was a practical man. 
He understood family life and he is wanting faith to be as normal as chatting together in the den or going for a stroll in the park.  
In other words worship is to be part of the routine of life.
We are to talk about God as we might talk about the Twins or homework or the latest Hannah Montana movie. 
God isn’t just kept for special sacred moments. 
He is part of the flow and the fun of our lives.

For the sake of full disclosure I want to make a confession here. 
As a child I did not like structured family devotions.
My dad was a Baptist pastor and he tried hard to have a family altar.  I really resented this. 
I had to listen to him preach twice every Sunday and I thought that was more than enough. 
To say the least my brothers and I were uncooperative with his efforts and my father was wise enough to realize this was not the battlefield he wanted to die on. 
And so to our great relief he stopped family devotions.
However, when I was a teenager, dad made another attempt. 
I think he had just been to some conference which said that fathers should lead their families in daily worship.  
This time he planned it for our summer vacation. 
My brothers and I were furious. 
Vacations were for fishing and cricket, not praying. 
We quickly worked out that dad would call us together about 9 am after breakfast. So we ensured that by time we were a mile away, well out of earshot.  
Thankfully my dad again raised the white flag of surrender.

The result was I was not raised in a home with that formal type of family worship. However, my parents constantly were talking to us about the things of God. 
If we were discouraged because our soccer team had been beaten they would supply scriptural encouragement.
If I was being bullied by a bigger boy and so was plotting how I could murder him without being caught, my mother would suggest praying for my antagonist, which was usually the last thing I wanted to do. Faith infiltrated every part of our lives. 
As we got older and started having political discussions my mother and father would look for biblical principles to guide us.
You may be one of those families that naturally have times of daily worship. My colleague Bill Price does this with his family and I admire him enormously. 
But if you are not, please don’t feel guilty. Look for ways to express worship in your daily talking and walking.
In preparation for this message I wrote to my brothers asking them about their own practice of family worship. 
My brother Simon is President of the London School of Theology. 
He has three young children. 
Here was his response. 
Dear Pagan Brothers,

We begin every day with 45 minutes in the Word. 
Aidan starts by reflecting on his personal reading in Murray McCheyne before Calum shares insights from the desert fathers. Fiona typically will offer song and prayer arising out of the meditations of Hildegard of Bingen. 
Julia then washes our feet and leads our agape meal which climaxes in my systematic exposition of Calvin's Institutes, drawing out, in particular, changes between the first and third editions and the different emphases of the French and Latin versions. On Saturdays, we fast and spend the morning doing street evangelism in Chesham Bois. The children love it. 
Simon continues: “Actually, I lie.

Our family always say grace and encourage the children to say it. We always pray with them individually at bedtime and try to make that fun rather than funereal-- we sometimes even laugh while we're praying and share jokes with God. 
We encourage conversation about world affairs at the meal table and sometimes ask them what they think Christians should do about certain problems.” 

That is exactly what this passage is teaching.

We worship in our talk.

Next we see that family worship is expressed in our actions.

Moses encouraged the families of Israel to take the commands of God and “Tie them as symbols on your hands.” (v 8)
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Now some Orthodox Jews take this literally and they tie phylacteries which are little boxes filled with scripture verses 
onto their left arm.   
But Moses is not talking about a literal practice but a spiritual principle.

The point is that we worship God by what we do with our hands.
Worship is expressed in our service to others. 
Joshua challenged the people of Israel saying, “Choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve . . . but as for me and my household we will serve the Lord.” 
(Joshua 24:15)   
It is good to serve God together as a family. 
There are many ways to do this. 
Some of our families participated in CareFest last June.

There are opportunities for us to work together as couples and families at the Food Bank. 

Our families can sign up for Christmas Bell Ringing with the Salvation Army. We can go on family mission trips together.

While I did not enjoy family devotions as a child one of my happiest memories was accompanying my father each Christmas when he took gifts to the shut-ins of our church. 
I listened while he read scripture with each elderly person and then prayed for them. 
Without realizing it I was learning a lot about service. 

One of the very best things we can do is to take our children by the hand to church and sit with them during the service. 
There is a modern view that children cannot understand worship. So we adults drop them off at Sunday school while we go to church. 
The problem with this practice is that we are training children not to go worship. We hope that when they grow up they will suddenly want to join us in the sanctuary but that often doesn’t happen.

I am very grateful for an experience I had in India about 25 years ago.  I was in Tamil Nadu for two weeks speaking at various churches. 
I noticed that Indian families brought their children to church. There were babies, toddlers and young children all sitting alongside their parents for the entire service.
I asked an Indian pastor how they persuaded their children to behave so well in church. 
He explained, “We expect it. We tell them this is God’s house and they are to listen quietly. Afterwards we explain to them what was happening in the service and answer their questions.”

It struck me that Indian children couldn’t be more innately obedient or intelligent than western children and that we could do the same thing in America.  Gretchen and I were just starting our own family and as soon as we brought a child home from the hospital we took them to church. 
In those days we had a Sunday morning and evening service and our children came to both. 
If they fussed as babies we took them out so as not disturb other worshippers. But by the age of two they sat through the entire services each Sunday. 
This is possible because learning about God is different from other knowledge. 
It can be grasped by the youngest child.

Then our family worship can be expressed in our plans.

“Bind them on your foreheads.” (v 8) counsels Moses.
As Christians we want Christ to be in our head and in our understanding. 

Our plans are to reflect our faith. 
For example our plans for items we are going to buy is an opportunity to teach our children about money and how God provides it. 

We can discuss what we are going to give him as an offering and how we are going to support others in need.  

One of the families of our church did this each week at the meal table. Dad would write out the checks for the church, the missionaries and benevolence and then the family would pray that the money would be used well.

If our family is considering a move to another house or a new job we can ask for God’s guidance and direction.  
These can be frightening times for children and to know that God is in the plans is calming. 
Then we express our worship in the atmosphere of our home. 
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“Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.” (v 9) says Moses.
Again Orthodox Jews take this literally and they attach small boxes of scripture verses called mezuzahs on the doorframes of their houses. 
But it is not a dry literalism that Moses is speaking of here but a living truth. 
Our homes are to be a place where Christ is welcomed. 
One of the ways we do this is by setting a standard for behavior. 
Each person is to treat others with respect. 
Because our homes are holy places we don’t tolerate yelling or screaming.  Because every idle word is judged there is no bad language and we certainly don’t take God’s name in vain.  
We strive to make our homes a place where the peace of God is felt.

Another application of this is to open our homes to others. 

Some years ago one of our church families built a new house.  They decided to have a “prophet’s room”. 

I asked what they meant by that and they said, “Like the widow of Zarephath who invited Elijah to come and stay, we want to have a room for people doing God’s work who need a place to rest.”  
That is exactly what they did. 
They had a succession of people who stayed with them. 
Hospitality is a very appropriate expression of our worship.
Let me close on a practical note. 
Perhaps you would like to begin some family worship. 
Here are some suggestions to get you started.

You should be able to use some of these, whatever your circumstance is, whether you are single, a couple, a family with children.  All these ideas came from members of the congregation who wrote to me or spoke to me about their own family worship.

1.
Say grace at meals. 
This is acknowledging that everything we have comes from God. It doesn’t need to be long but it can be an opportunity to praise God. Take it in turns so everyone participates.

2.
Say prayers with your children at bedtime.

Don’t worry if it doesn’t happen every night. 
This isn’t about guilt but grace.  But try and get in the habit.

A mother wrote to me last week explaining this is what they do in their home adding, “I think it is important that the kids hear us thank God for them by name. We also pray for others who need prayer.”
3.
Pray as a couple. 
The last thing Gretchen and I do before we fall asleep is to pray together. It is a great way to conclude the day. 
If you have had a bit of an argument it is a wonderful way to resolve it as you come before the Lord.

4.
Read scripture.  
One of the guys in my small group was telling us recently that after supper each night he gets out the Bible and reads a short passage. It means that God’s word is spoken in that home almost every day. 
5.
Try a family devotional.  
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Recently I had lunch with one of our Elders. 
He told me that he and his wife use the Daily Bread devotional guide that we make available free at the Information Link. 
It has a scripture, a reflection and a prayer. 
There are other devotional guides you can pick up at Christos.

In addition there are all sorts of devotional resources for individuals, couples and families on the Internet.  You can even sign up to receive devotionals on your cell phone.

6.
Sing together.  
A lady in our church wrote to me and said when she was young her mother would sing hymns with the children as they traveled on car trips and as a result she has developed a love of singing. 
She and her husband then sang with their own children when they took car journeys.  They now sing with their grandchildren when they are travelling with them. 
That is a creative use of a time that is often rather dull.

I’ll be honest with you.  I have failed to persuade my family to follow this fine example. When our family are at a restaurant I suggest that we sing grace together and then watch them dive under the table in embarrassment. This is probably the reason my children all choose to attend college thousands of miles away.
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7.
Celebrate the Lord’s Supper.  
This was another suggestion I had from a single lady in our congregation. Her father was an Episcopal priest.

Her family would celebrate communion at their dining room table. In our Worship Guide there is an article on how to celebrate communion in your home or with your small group. 
Some of these ideas might work for your family. Others won’t. 

Be wise but also be adventurous. 
If not everyone in your family is a Christian you will need to be sensitive to their feelings. 
But they may not mind if you offer to say grace yourself thanking God for the day and asking his blessing upon you as a couple and a family. This is especially appropriate at times of family crisis.
With busy schedules it is sometimes hard to have daily family worship. So try and create some occasional spiritual celebrations.
The Israelites had Passover once a year. 

They had a Shabbat meal once a week. 
One family told me they have a family devotional each Advent. When I joined Gretchen’s family I discovered that every Christmas Eve before they opened presents they would read the gospel story of the nativity and sing carols. 
My final word is for the children and teenagers here.

When you get home ask if you can implement one or two of these practices in your own home.

