Overcoming Barriers to True Worship
John 12
In our last study of the gospel of John (chapter 11), we saw Jesus raise a dead man back to life in front of many witnesses.  Because He did this amazing miracle close to Jerusalem, it attracted a lot of attention from many people living there.  Whenever Jesus attracts a crowd, you’ll notice that people have divided options about Him.  Some want to worship Him while others want to kill Him.

Before we look at John 12, I want to ask you to think about the meaning of life – why did God create you?  He doesn’t do things without a purpose, so why do you think that He created people?  Let’s look at a few verses:

Isaiah 43:7 – created for My glory
2 Corinthians 4:6,7 – a treasure in clay pots, to the praise of His glory
Ephesians 1:5-6 – to the praise of His glorious grace
1 Corinthians 10:31 – do everything to the glory of God

John 17:3-4 – to know and glorify God

Philippians 3:8 – everything is a loss in view of knowing Christ

There are many more verses we could read, but the point is clear: we were created to know and worship God.  Every day we do many things, but only one thing ultimately matters: knowing God and bringing Him glory.  Why is this so important?  Does God have such a big ego that He feels a need for us to worship Him?  Certainly not!  God does not need anything from us (Acts 17:25).  

When we worship God, we don’t increase His honor.  When we worship God, we become more aware of His greatness, feel it inside of our heart, and tell others about it (Psalm 96:7-9).  God does not seek our praise because He needs it, but because He knows that we need it.  He knows that our greatest joy can only be found in knowing and praising Him, since He is the most wonderful of all (Romans 15:13). 
CS Lewis wrote this: “All enjoyment naturally overflows into praise.  If we really value something highly, we urge others to join us in praising it.  Praise not only expresses our delight, but it actually is necessary to complete it.”
If God’s main purpose for creating us is to truly know and worship Him, why doesn’t everyone do it?  Look with me at John 12 and you’ll see some of the most common barriers to true worship.
As we read verses 1-2, we see a common style of worship: service.  Martha is working hard to honor Jesus with a nice dinner.  Some people are designed to serve, and we see that this is Martha’s way to worship.  Read verse 26 – service is certainly pleasing to God.  Maybe service is your “worship language” – if so, do it with your whole heart.  
But there is a risk to worshiping with service: it can be polluted by our pride when we think that others aren’t doing as much as we are (Luke 10:38-42).  There is also another risk found in Matthew 6:1 – sometimes, we hope that others will see our good works and praise us.  One barrier to true worship is this: our sinful desire to look at others, sometimes judging them or hoping that they will see our good works and honor us. 
As Jesus reclined at the table, His feet were sticking out to the side, setting up the next scene of true worship.  And in John 12:3, we watch as Mary takes one of her most valuable possessions, pour it on Jesus’ feet, and cleans away the dirt with her hair.  It feels like she’s in her own little world with Jesus, loving Him with all her heart.
But she is not in her own private world, and there are people who criticize her actions (verses 4-6).  This criticism can be a second barrier for worship: fear of what our friends might think about us.  

Mary reminds me of David as his heart exploded in worship as they carried the Ark of the Covenant toward Jerusalem (2 Samuel 6:12-15).  David danced “with all his might,” and even though his wife criticized him, he was not afraid to appear “undignified” when celebrating before the King of Kings (verses 20-22).  God is pleased with a heart of worship that is focused on Him (not on others), and Jesus clearly tells people not to judge the worship of Mary (John 12:7,8).
The next day, as Jesus entered the east gate of the city of Jerusalem, crowds of people gathered around and welcomed Him as the Savior, “the King of Israel.” (John 12:12-13).  At first, this sounds like a wonderful expression of worship.  But something very sad happened five days later.  The same crowd who was shouting “the King of Israel” was now shouting something different: “Take Him away! Crucify Him!” (John 19:15,16).  They quickly changed their mind, and now worshiped a different king: Caesar.  What happened? 
As long as Jesus did things that pleased the people, they were happy to sing His praises (John 12:17-18).  But Jesus had a different plan – He didn’t come to overthrow the Romans – He came to die for the sins of the whole world (John 12:32-34).  Here is a third barrier to worship: our plan is often different than God’s plan.  And sometimes, God’s plan involves suffering.  Sadly, at times like that, it is easier to complain at God instead of worship Him.  And when our mind is convinced about the importance of our own plan or understanding, our hearts grow hard and cold toward God (John 12:37).
Let me illustrate this for you.  In our view of the world, we think that the everything centers around us {draw a large circle}.  In our plan, we seek to fill our lives with good things: love, safety, comfort, adventure, and knowledge.  And when we hear about God, we try to squeeze Him in somewhere convenient {draw a small circle}.  But our view of the world is totally wrong.  The world is actually all about God {draw another large circle and a tiny circle for me}.  In His amazing grace, He invites us into His plan.  When we recognize His great glory, we humble ourselves, willingly enter into His plan, and gladly surrender.

Finally, let’s look at the Jewish leaders in John 12:42-43.  These guys are mentally convinced about Jesus – they believe He is the promised Savior.  But they have a big problem: they love the praise from men more than the praise from God.  For them (and us), this was their barrier to worship: they valued their position in society too highly.  They were more interested in what their leaders told them to do (or not to do) than in praising the name of Jesus.  They wanted to tell people of their belief in Jesus, but were afraid of being rejected from society. We also suffer from the same kind of fear, afraid to talk about Jesus because it might block us from a high position in an organization or a company. 
In summary, here are some of the things that keep us from truly worshiping God:
* we have a sinful desire for others to see and praise us for our good works

* we are afraid of what our friends might think about us

* we desire our plan above God’s plan (especially one without suffering)
* we value our job or our position in society too highly
These are some big problems.  We have been created to worship, and if we are to live the way that God intended, how can we overcome these barriers?

The first step is found in John 12:35-36.  Perhaps you’ve been reading the Bible for a while, you’ve heard the truth about Jesus, but you still haven’t made a decision to trust Jesus.  In these verses, Jesus tells us to “put your trust in the light while you have it.”  If your heart agrees with the truth of the Bible, don’t wait to put your trust in Jesus.  The longer you wait, the harder your heart will become.  Choose today to follow Him.

When you come to God, do not do so half-heartedly.  Don’t just try to add God into your plan – He is Lord.  He’s not looking for us to be His partner – He doesn’t need our advice or our help.  Some people find the truth accidentally (Matthew 13:44) while some find it at the end of a long search (Matthew 13:45,46).  Either way, recognize that God expects to be your ultimate source of joy.  Be willing to trade everything you have for Him.

If you are a Christian, here are some ideas to help you grow in a deepening spirit of worship (from John Piper): 

> Sit in stunned silence at his majestic holiness (Habakkuk 2:20)

> Stand in awe and reverence and wonder of his magnitude (Psalm 33:8-11)

> Revere him in holy dread for his righteous power (Isaiah 8:13)

> Be broken over sin with contrition and grief (Psalm 51:3,4,17)

> Thirst and long for His presence (Psalm 73:25,26)

> Rejoice in His forgiveness and cleansing (Psalm 30:11,12)

> Know Him and be thrilled in His presence (Psalm 27:4)

