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Matthew 2:1-2, 10-11           “Actively Embracing Jesus in Worship” 

 

Intro.  We are continuing our series of messages on becoming a transformational church. As we 

connect with people, as we proclaim the gospel, as we worship, as we make disciples, and as we 

fellowship and serve together, lives should be transformed into the likeness of Christ. One of the 

characteristics of transformational churches is that they actively embrace Jesus in worship. 

Worship is not just something that is on the weekly schedule. Most of the people in 

transformational churches are actively involved in the worship services, and lives are being 

transformed. Some are born again through the worship services as Christ is exalted and the 

gospel is proclaimed. Believers are strengthened in their faith and comforted in times of trouble 

by our Christian hope (1 Cor. 14:3). We go forth from worship ready to obey God’s Word in our 

personal lives by serving, by living holy lives, and by continuing to worship daily. The real test 

of how we are doing in our worship is whether or not our worship on Sunday affects our lives on 

Monday. 

 I want to give one definition of worship by Henry Blackaby, “Worship anticipates not 

only an encounter with God, but also a clear next word from God. Worship is totally God-

centered! God-focused! Out of worship comes a clearer and more focused relationship of faith 

and obedience with God. Worship is God’s way of developing character and directing life into 

the center of His will.”
1
 

 Since it is the Christmas season I will begin my message with the familiar story of the 

worship of the Magi, also known as the Wise Men. Then I will share some principles about 

worship in the local church drawn from the book by Ed Stetzer and Tom Rainer and entitled, 

Transformational Church (Nashville: Lifeway, 2010). So let’s see what we can learn about 

worship as individuals and as a church body. First, I want to share: 

 

I.  WHAT WE LEARN ABOUT WORSHIP FROM THE MAGI 

 

 Around the time of the birth of Jesus, some magi from the east noticed an unusual star in 

the west, in the direction of Israel, and so they followed that star.  Somehow, they realized that 

the star had special significance, signifying the fulfillment of the prophecy of the long-awaited 

Jewish Messiah, who was to rule on the throne of His ancestor King David.  

 In Persia the magi were a priestly and scholarly caste, deeply interested in religion and 

the study of stars.
2
 They generally believed in the one true God, and they practiced a moral 

religion of right and wrong.  The magi in our story probably came from Persia, or they could 

have come from Babylon or India or some other eastern nation. These were the first-fruits of the 

Gentiles unto Christ. Isn’t it interesting that there were Gentiles both at the cradle and at the 

cross. 
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 Magos, the name given by the Babylonians (Chaldeans), Medes, Persians, and others, to the wise men, teachers, 

priests, physicians, astrologers, seers, interpreters of dreams, sorcerers etc. (Strong’s). Their presence in the biblical 

record is not a divine endorsement of astrology (Wiersbe). 



 There are a number of lessons we could learn from the wise men, but I will focus on what 

we can learn about worship from them. First, we learn from them that: 

 

 A. Worship Is a Priority – When they arrive in Israel, notice their one stated objective in 

the last of v.2. They said we “have come to worship Him.” They did plan to give gifts as well. 

They were on a mission to learn more about this Messianic King. But worship was the main 

priority. You see, 2 Kings 17:36 says of God, “Him you shall fear, Him you shall worship, and to 

Him you shall offer sacrifice.” In Mt. 4:10 Jesus quotes from the Old Testament saying, “You 

shall worship the LORD your God, and Him only you shall serve.” One of the last 

commandments of the Bible is Rev. 22:9, which says, “Worship God.” 

 Stetzer and Rainer say this, “Worship is perhaps the most important action of the human 

experience. The human heart is designed to find someone or something to hold in highest 

esteem. God’s intention from the beginning was to hold that esteemed position in our lives” 

(p.149).  God certainly deserves to be worshipped.  

 Is worship a priority in your own life? As we have seen, it should be. Yet sadly, many are 

reporting that worship numbers are sliding at an alarming rate. David T Olson predicted that by 

2020 only 14.7 percent of the North American population will be in a Protestant or Catholic 

worship gathering on any given Sunday.
3
 More and more are worshipping through the TV and 

Internet, as well as small gatherings in homes. Those means of worship have a place, but I 

believe that we should never abandon the larger public gathering of God’s people and God-

seekers for worship. As people pass by houses of worship on Sunday morning they should see 

many cars in the lot and wonder why so many are gathered there. Gathering for worship is part 

of our witness to the community. 

 

 B. Worship Expresses Love, Adoration, Humility and Submission - The word translated 

“worship” (proskuneo) means to fall prostrate before someone, and give homage and honor to 

that person.  In fact, notice in v.11 that they “fell down and worshiped Him.” The word itself 

does not even necessarily mean “worship” as we think of it, but can simply mean to humbly bow 

before one that we recognize as having Lordship over us.
4
  

 Illustration: The Greek word apparently contains their word for dog (kuon). So it literally 

pictures a dog coming to (pros) his master and expressing love and affection. My dog will often 

bow down as part of her greeting! So the word expresses humble acknowledgement of both love, 

honor and submission to the King or Master. 

 In the example of Jesus Christ, the expression of adoration and submission is based on 

the position and authority of the One we worship. Notice in v.2 that they had come to worship 

the “King of the Jews.” Jesus is indeed the promised King. He is the sovereign Lord, proven by 

His resurrection and ascension (Acts 2:36; Rom. 1:4).  

 So let us approach our worship with an attitude of humble submission to Jesus as Lord. 

Now if worship is an act of humbly submitting to the authority of the One we worship, then our 

attitude should be, “Speak Lord, and your servant will obey.” Worship should lead to obedience 

in our lives. In fact, 67% of people in transformational churches agreed with this statement, 

“People regularly make decisions to obey God as a result of our worship services.” Let us be 

doers of the Word and not hearers only (James 1:22). 
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 See use of the word in Mt. 18:26; 20:20 Acts 10:25; Rev. 3:9 



 

 C. Seeking God in Worship Brings Joy – Notice what we read in vv.9-10, “When they 

heard the king, they departed; and behold, the star which they had seen in the East went before 

them, till it came and stood over where the young Child was. When they saw the star, they 

rejoiced with exceedingly great joy.” They rejoiced when the realized how God was leading 

them to find the Savior.  How they must have rejoiced with anticipation of seeing the One born 

King of the Jews! 

 I believe that when you come to worship King Jesus, you should find joy in worship. An 

unbeliever who discovers who Jesus really is in worship, and turns to Him in faith, will certainly 

find great joy! Believers also shall find joy in the presence of God in worship. Our worship 

should be joyful (Ps. 95:1-2). There is nothing more exciting than seeing God work in the lives 

of people who experience the transforming power of Christ in worship. There is nothing more 

exciting than discovering new truths. You may not be joyful when you arrive for worship, but 

you should experience joy as you worship and you should worship joyfully.  

 

 D. All Nations Should Worship King Jesus – The magi had come from “the East,” 

probably Persia. By means of a special star God was guiding foreigners to Christ to worship His 

Son. While some believe the magi were Persian Jews, I believe they were Gentiles who had been 

influenced by the large Jewish population who had been in Persia and Babylon for centuries. 

God’s salvation is as broad as the world. From the very beginning, Jesus came to be “the Savior 

of the world” (John 4:42). So it is fitting that the One who was to be King, not only of the Jews, 

but of the whole world, should be worshipped by men from another nation. After all, Psalm 22 is 

a prophecy of the crucifixion of Jesus. As a result of His sacrificial death, v.27 says, “All the 

ends of the world shall remember and turn to the LORD, and all the families of the nations shall 

worship before You.”
5
 So we see that the fact that men from other nations came to worship Jesus 

is one evidence that Jesus is the promised Messiah. That is why Matthew included this story in 

his gospel. 

 This story and these prophecies show that God’s design is that the nations worship His 

Son. Now if it is God’s will that the nations join us in the worship of King Jesus, then we must 

get the good news of Jesus out to the nations. Matthew gave our Lord’s Great Commission at the 

end of his gospel. In Mt. 28:19 Jesus said, “Go therefore and make disciples of all the 

nations….” I am thankful that just last month my sermons were downloaded by people in 21 

different nations! Yet our primary means of reaching the nations for Christ continues to be 

sending out missionaries and mission teams. Yet how shall they go without our support in prayer 

and giving? So that leads to the next lesson of what we can learn from the magi: 

 

 E. Giving Is One Expression of Worship– We read in the last of v.11, “when they had 

opened their treasures, they presented gifts to Him: gold, frankincense, and myrrh.” Gold and 

costly spices were gifts fit for a king. Giving gifts is an expression of love.  

 All ultimately belongs to God. We are stewards of what He has bestowed upon us. When 

we give to the Lord, we are acknowledging God’s ultimate ownership. Furthermore, giving gifts 

is also an expression of love. When you come to know the Lord, and as you love Him, and give 

yourself to Him, you will also give gifts to Him.  That is a part of true worship. What are you 

willing to give to Jesus this Christmas season? What will you give to our Lottie Moon Offering, 

                                                 
5
 Likewise, Psa. 86:9 says, “All nations whom You have made shall come and worship before You, O Lord, And 

shall glorify Your name.” Rev. 15:4 says, “For all nations shall come and worship before You.” 



so that more from the nations shall worship Jesus? My question for each of us is this: Are the 

gifts that we bring to worship fit for a king, as reflective of our income? 

 Now I want to share what else we can learn about worship from the book 

Transformational Church by Ed Stetzer and Thom Rainer (Nashville: Lifeway, 2010). 

 

II. OTHER PRINCIPLES OF WORSHIP 

 

 The point of our series of messages is how to become a church that transforms lives into 

conformity to Jesus. Our worship services have the greatest number of participants of any of our 

ministries, and our worship should contribute to the transformation of lives. In fact, 75% in 

transformational churches agreed with this statement, “We see evidence of God changing lives as 

a result of our worship services.” That is one reason why 70% agreed with this statement, “A 

sense of anticipation and expectancy surrounds our worship services.” 

 So what do we need to do to have the kind of worship services that lead to the 

transformation of lives in our membership, as well as the community? The chapter on worship in 

our book had little to say about the preaching and teaching of God’s Word in worship. Isn’t that 

the primary way lives are transformed in worship? Yet there are other ways that worship should 

be instrumental in transforming lives.  

 

 A. Recognize the Proper Focus of Worship – What is the primary purpose of our worship 

gatherings? What should we focus our attention on? 

  1. Focus on God - We gather to praise God, to thank God, to worship God, and to 

express our love for God. Col. 3:16 says that we are to sing “to the Lord.” We are to praise Him 

for His marvelous attributes, such as His love and grace, as well has His marvelous works.  

 Illustration: Isaiah was at a low point in his life and in the life of his nation. We read in 

Isaiah 6:1, “In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lifted 

up, and the train of His robe filled the temple.” Then in v.3 he heard the seraphim say, “Holy, 

holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; The whole earth is full of His glory!” There is no doubt but that 

the Lord God was the focus of the worship of heaven. 

 So we have to ask ourselves, “How can we plan our worship so people can focus on God 

and give Him praise, glory, and honor?” I God the focus of your worship? 

  2. Focus on God’s Work in our Lives – We also gather to hear from God, and 

experience His work in our lives.  

 God did a transforming work in Isaiah’s life as he responded to being in God’s presence 

with worship. In v.5 he confessed his sin. He said, “Woe is me, for I am undone! Because I am a 

man of unclean lips, And I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; For my eyes have seen 

the King, The LORD of hosts.” Then in v.7 he received cleansing of sin. The angel took a coal 

from the altar and said, “Behold, this has touched your lips; Your iniquity is taken away, And 

your sin purged.” Then at the end of Isaiah’s worship experience he was ready to serve God and 

others. After God said in v.8 “Whom shall I send, And who will go for Us?” Isaiah said, “Here 

am I! Send me.” As God transforms us through worship, we in turn will go out to transform the 

world! 

 The next principle is an attempt to address the common problem of the so-called worship 

wars in our churches. There are understandable reasons why music in worship has led to 

conflicts within our churches. People embrace their style of music with great passion. That’s 

partly because we want to hold on to what gives us pleasure, and what we consider good music 



actually raises the “feel good” chemicals in our brain. Then we often insist that worship be the 

way it was when we grew up. Our musical preferences have deep roots. Your church 

involvement as a child or young adult may have been incredibly positive, and Christian music 

from that era brings back positive memories. Furthermore, every generation tends to dislike the 

previous generation’s music and vice versa, so that tends to create the potential for conflict.  

 When I was a child both of my grandmothers just loved the Lawrence Welk show. I 

couldn’t stand it. What’s funny is the fact that I can now watch an old rerun and actually like it! 

So the potential for conflict over music will always be with us, including when we gather for 

worship.  

 So with these realities in mind, I believe the following principles can be helpful: 

 

 B. Worship Is Not About Our Personal Desires – Paul said in 2 Cor. 5:15, “He died for 

all, that those who live should live no longer for themselves, but for Him who died for them and 

rose again.” Yet one sad reality is that with so many churches in the community there is pressure 

to complete with them by appealing to consumers of religious goods and services. Which church 

offers the most entertaining and appealing peaching and music? Which church offers the “best” 

programs for youth, children, or even Senior Adults? The focus can be more about pleasing 

people than pleasing God. Some churches can offer a better show that pleases people but we 

should ask if God is pleased and glorified.  

 At this point I am speaking from the perspective of the worshipper. Worship should not 

be about us and we certainly should not start a fight in the church just so our own worship 

preferences will prevail. Some of the worship wars that have taken place over the years, 

including centuries ago, have had more to do with personal preferences rather than theology or 

even personal convictions regarding biblical principles.  

 My point is this: When you come for worship, we cannot please everyone, especially in a 

multi-generational worship service. We just have to remember that we are here to please God 

and not ourselves. 

 The church in Rome was having a different conflict, not over personal preference but 

over personal convictions. Some believed Christians should not eat meat from the public market 

place because it may have come from an idol’s temple. Paul and others believed that Christians 

were at liberty to eat such meat. What was most important was not who was right on this issue. 

What was most important was maintaining peace and unity in the church. Paul said in Romans 

14:19, “Therefore let us pursue the things which make for peace and the things by which one 

may edify another.” Then he said in v.20, “Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food.” 

Let’s rephrase that, “Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of our musical preferences.” I 

believe that both sides of the worship wars have been guilty of that! 

 Next, I want to say a few words from the perspective of the worship leaders. According 

to our Constitution and Bylaws, the senior pastor is chiefly responsible for what takes place in a 

worship service, yet I work with the Music and Worship Pastor in planning our worship. The 

church and I have established some basic guidelines for our worship, and I should give him as 

much latitude as possible within those guidelines, which are subject to change as God leads. 

Decisions about our worship music must be made. Styles and methodologies must be chosen. So 

how does the leadership decide? While the primary purpose of worship is to glorify God: 

 

 C. Worship Planners Should also Consider the Participants in Worship - Beyond 

doctrinal soundness, one fundamental question we have to ask is this: What kind of musical style 



will connect with the people we are trying to reach and encourage true worship? “Connecting” to 

people speaks to the issue of relevance, and the issue of “true worship” speaks to the issue of 

reverence. Furthermore, how do we best enable people to become true worshippers of God? 

Jesus said in John 4:24 that God is seeking worshippers who will worship Him in spirit and in 

truth. The physical location and physical worship aids are not as important as what takes place in 

your heart and spirit as you worship. You must be saved and indwelt by the Holy Spirit. You also 

must worship according to the truth of God’s Word. So as we work with the leadership in 

evaluating our worship services, I do believe it is wise to consider the participants in worship in 

several respects: 

  1. Consider Our Present Worshippers – On any given Sunday 95-100% of the 

people who attend our worship services are people who already have an established connection 

to our church. And so it is wise to plan our worship in a way that will enable our existing 

congregation to be as fully engaged in worship as possible. Stetzer and Rainer say that 

transformational churches “focus on maximum participation in worship” (p.162).  In fact, 66% in 

transformational church agreed with this statement, “The majority of the people in our worship 

services actively participate.” If people are not actively participating, we have to ask why not? It 

may be a spiritual problem for some. Our authors focus mainly on the use of special music, 

where a select few are singing, and everyone else is just listening. I can understand that point of 

view. Yet what they attribute to special music can actually be the problem with congregational 

music, and I quote, “the songs are too new, too vocally challenging, and the sound too aggressive 

to engage the average worshipper” (p.163). So with that in mind, let’s review what we done to be 

considerate of the cultural and religious background of our worshippers: 

 Our 8:30 service is made up mainly of senior adults, with a few that are younger. Few 

youth and young adults want to get up that early for worship. So we have used music that seems 

to speak best to the hearts of that audience. That is not just catering to their preferences. That is 

simply speaking their heart language.  

 Our 11 a.m. worship is multi-generational. We have some children, youth, young adults, 

and older adults. So we have more music that the younger generation is familiar with, including 

songs they are more likely to sing in their hearts outside the worship center. All of our music is 

Scriptural. The difference is the level of familiarity and heart appeal to each generation and 

culture represented.  

 If you are going to the nursing home to minister to the people there and lead them in 

worship, consider the cultural context and sing the old hymns that they are familiar with. If you 

are at a youth gathering you sing songs that are scriptural but culturally relevant, and mostly 

songs that they are already listening to; songs that are most likely to engage them in worship. 

 Our 11 a.m. worship is what’s called “blended,” a blend of hymns and more 

contemporary praise music. The problem with blending worship styles is that unless we set aside 

our personal preferences, a larger percentage of people are not happy with at least part of the 

music. The authors of Transformational Church say they “do not know of many examples of 

blended worship that resolved anything” (p.162). Blended worship can be a purely human 

attempt to resolve a conflict over personal preferences in music, and it really isn’t a spiritual 

solution.  

  2. Consider Our Potential Worshippers – We need to take into account when we 

plan and carry out our worship services that company will likely be present. I spoke earlier about 

the fact that transformational churches have a missionary mentality. Part of that is cultural 

adaptation. Paul would adapt to the Jews when ministering to the Jews and adapt to the Gentiles 



when ministering to the Gentiles. So Stetzer and Rainer said this, “Use the missionary mentality 

and discern the heart language of your community. Musical choices must be appropriate to the 

context” (p.161). Later in the book they ask, “What is the cultural, ethnic, or generational 

language of their heart? Music can be used by God to open the hearts of people” (p.170). The 

worship service is often the first contact with the church that visitors will have. As a result, many 

churches offer at least one worship service that culturally relevant to the younger generation in 

terms of music, dress, and so forth. Guests are more likely to return if they feel like they fit in 

rather than stand out. In fact, in today’s culture, most growing churches are contemporary in 

worship style, though there are some exceptions, such as Tim Keller’s Redeemer Presbyterian 

Church in Manhattan. I must admit, though, that I have a problem with Christians intentionally 

making their worship service look like a gathering of unbelievers at a night club. Romans 12:2 

says we are not to be conformed to this world.  

 Furthermore, none of our worship services should create artificial barriers that prevent 

people from worshipping.  For example, we should not engage in practices that needlessly turn 

away unbelievers. Paul said in 1 Cor. 14:23, “Therefore if the whole church comes together in 

one place, and all speak with tongues, and there come in those who are uninformed or 

unbelievers, will they not say that you are out of your mind?”  

 

 D. Worship from our Unity – Jesus prayed in John 17 that His church be unified. On the 

one hand worship in its most essential elements unifies. However, music rarely does, especially 

across generations and cultures. Think about the aspects of worship that unite us. I believe we are 

unified in our love for the Word of God. We are unified in our desire to proclaim the Gospel. We 

are unified in prayer and in giving thanks. Except for a separate worship service that is designed 

to reach a certain segment of the community, our multi-generational service needs to focus on 

using music that will have the broadest, most unifying participation.  

 

Conclusion: I have seen our survey results regarding worship. We have our work cut out for us. 

Let us pray and seek God’s leading in the days ahead to resolve lingering conflicts over worship 

and unite in what is most important in worship. Let us focus on what worship is really all about! 
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