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"The Sunday Service: Our Work or His Word?" 

Revelation 22:6-13 

Last Sunday of the Church Year -- November 22, 1998 

Pastor Michael L. McCoy 

 

Dear fellow members of family of the LORD God, 

Perhaps you have heard the saying, "They worship the ground on which their child walks." This 

figure of speech refers to the way some parents bow down to every whim, request and demand that 

their child might make. In such situations, the mom and dad's only purpose is to wait on and fulfill 

every and any expectation indicated. The child has become the master and the parents have not only 

become obedient but servile in meeting the demands of their god-child. 

The common folk of China, when demonstrating submission to their emperors who had and 

exercised the authority of life and death over their subjects, were required to kneel and touch their 

foreheads to the earth. The act of doing that literally translates into the English language with the 

meaning "to knock the head." They bowed down before their leaders and "knocked the head" on the 

ground. Our English language has appropriated that Chinese word, "kowtow." 

Along that same line, in my foggy memory, I recall seeing a scene on television where one of the US 

hostages held in the Middle East was released after years in captivity. The jet arrives and taxis to the 

designated spot for the media coverage of this joyful event. The portable stairway is moved into 

position and the door opens. The first thing the former hostage did when he got off the plane is 

kowtow. At the bottom of the steps, he gets on his hands and knees, bends his neck down and kisses 

the ground. He has been brought home and he is immensely grateful for his safe return. He was 

thankful for what has been done for him. As he stood there at that place on that day, he was now 

receiving the benefit of what had been accomplished for him and on his behalf. 

There is nothing new in such genuflecting upon arrival at one's native land. Centuries before the 

Incarnation of the Messiah, Homer wrote what the hero of his epic, The Odyssey, did when he finally 

made it home. "Then Odysseus rejoiced at finding himself again in his own land, and kissed the 

bounteous soil" (The Odyssey, xiii). That Greek word for kissing the bounteous soil is the one that is 

translated into English as worship. 

In the last book of the Bible, the Lord gives to the Apostle John and, through the pen of this holy 

writer, to us a revelation of what was, what is, and what is to come. In the book of Revelation, we 

are privileged to gain a glimpse of what awaits us when we cross over from the Church Militant here 

on this earth to the Church Triumphant in Paradise. The Epistle Reading for today is from the very 

last chapter in the Bible ... almost the very last verses. One of the last themes of this section is that of 

worship -- specifically, Christian worship -- of what it isn't and of what it is. Therefore, on this last 

Sunday of the Church year, please listen to Revelation 22:8-9 as we consider the question before us 

... 
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... The Sunday Service: Our Work or His Word? 

I John am he who heard and saw these things. And when I heard and saw them, I fell down to 

worship at the feet of the angel who showed them to me; but he said to me, "You must not do that! I 

am a fellow servant with you and your brethren the prophets, and with those who keep the words of 

this book. Worship God." 

Thus far the inspired and inerrant Word of the Lord our God. 

From these words and actions of Saint John and from the admonition and command of the angel, we 

understand that there are certain expectations and limits concerning worship. The archaic angel, 

evidently under the impression that one really ought to know what one is doing when bowing down 

and what one hopes to receive in such a posture, says Worship God. In the short time during this 

sermon we are going to proclaim and make application in three aspects of worship: first, the object 

of worship; second, the posture of worship; and third, what is taking place in worship. 

1. the object of worship 

The disciple whom Jesus loved has seen and heard the crucified, risen, ascended and reigning Lord. 

The apostle who outran Peter to get to the empty Easter tomb, beholds the Paradise of God, the 

House with many mansions, and the host of heaven. This disciple who heard the Messiah say, This is 

My Body; This is My Blood, and who heard the hymning of angels and archangels, the singing of the 

martyrs and the elders, and all the company of heaven joining in chorus, is overcome. 

I John am he who heard and saw these things. And when I heard and saw them, I fell down to 

worship at the feet of the angel who showed them to me. Now, I must confess that I am not able even 

to imagine what the sensory overload for John must have been like. He must have been amazed and 

stunned at what his ears had heard and his eyes had seen. He must have been filled with fear. 

Perhaps the natural reaction at that point was to fall to the ground and worship the tour-guide ... the 

angel who has showed all these things to him. 

But we must be very clear here. Wrong worship is wrong even if it seems natural. Sinful behavior is 

still sin even if it is done by the pious Christian who has been overcome by the surroundings or the 

situation. John fell to the ground where the angel stood and, no doubt, had he been directed to do so, 

would have kowtowed, kissed the ground and worshiped the place where the angel stood. But sinful 

worship is still sin regardless of the circumstances, situations, intentions or ignorance. 

Each one of us has fallen far short of the Lord God's expectations concerning the object of worship, 

whether out of weakness, servile fear, stubbornness, or ignorance. If we were to continue in such sin 

we would end up outside the state of God's grace and under His judgment. The Apostle Paul wrote 

of this condition, that God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of 

their bodies among themselves, because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped 

and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed for ever! Amen (Romans 1:24-25). 

You and I, who have been instructed and empowered to "keep the words of this book", to know the 

First Commandment, etched in stone and revealed in time by the Lord God: "You shall have no other 

gods before Me. You shall not make for yourself a graven image, or any likeness of anything that is 
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in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth; you shall not 

bow down to them or serve them; for I the LORD your God am a jealous God" (Exodus 20:3-5). 

John, one of the Sons of Thunder, quaked and fell at the feet of the angel. The angel saw what John 

did and replied, "You must not do that! I am a fellow servant with you and your brethren the 

prophets, and with those who keep the words of this book. Worship God." John sought to worship the 

messenger. That is not a comfortable situation for the messenger. 

At Lystra, the Lord heals a crippled man through the hand of the messenger. The crowd goes wild 

saying, "The gods have come down to us in the likeness of men!" Barnabas they called Zeus, and 

Paul, because he was the chief speaker, they called Hermes. And the priest of Zeus, whose temple 

was in front of the city, brought oxen and garlands to the gates and wanted to offer sacrifice with the 

people. But when the apostles Barnabas and Paul heard of it, they tore their garments and rushed 

out among the multitude, crying, "Men, why are you doing this? We also are men, of like nature with 

you, and bring you good news, that you should turn from these vain things to a living God who made 

the heaven and the earth and the sea and all that is in them" (Acts 14:11-15). 

It is a frightening, uncomfortable situation to have someone call you God. Every once in a while a 

pastor will have a child come up to him and say, "Are you God?" My reaction is to get to my knees 

or bow down to the child's level and say, "No, little one, I am not God." The reply is often, "Well, 

are you Jesus?" "No, little one, I am not Jesus." One time, a little boy asked, "Are you a Jesus man?" 

"Yes, I am a Jesus man and you are a Jesus boy." We both are servants of the Lord. 

Or, when John fell down to worship at the feet of the angel, the angel declared, You must not do that! 

I am a fellow servant with you and your brethren the prophets, and with those who keep the words of 

this book. Worship God." 

2. the posture of worship 

Secondly, we consider the posture of worship and this will be addressed in brief. Let it be sufficient 

to declare that the physical posture is secondary and the truly significant posture of worship is one 

that is assumed and resides within. John fell to the ground at the feet of the angel because of his 

inner condition. The angel told John not to do that at the feet of a fellow creature and servant. 

Rather, worship God. Now, dear people, such bowing before the Lord is not an attempt by Christians 

to out-humble one another. 

The posture of worship is one concerning the heart and spirit. King David declares that the sacrifice 

acceptable to God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise 

(Psalm 51:17). Once again, we join Jesse's son and say, I confess my iniquity, I am sorry for my sin 

(Psalm 38:18). In sorrow over my sins which justly deserve the eternal wrath of God, I present 

myself before the Lord God Almighty. Or, as Francis Scott Key wrote: 

• "Earth, hear thy Maker's voice, Thy great Redeemer own; 

• Believe, obey, rejoice, And worship Him alone. 

• Cast down thy pride, Thy sin deplore, And bow before The Crucified." 

The son of David warns against an indecent posture when coming into the House of the Lord: Guard 

your steps when you go to the House of God; to draw near to listen is better than to offer the 
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sacrifice of fools; for they do not know that they are doing evil (Ecclesiastes 5:1). So we slip inside 

this holy place and gladly take our place beside the tax collector who would not even lift up his eyes 

to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, `God, be merciful to me a sinner!' (Luke 18:13). 

3. what is taking place in worship 

So here we are in the posture of worship, bowing down before the King of kings and the Lord of 

lords. Because of our sin, we know what we deserve. We "come in sorrow and contrition, Wounded, 

impotent, and blind" (TLH 149) and before the Lord we bow. What do we hear from Him and what 

does He do? 

I John, when I saw Him, I fell at His feet as though dead. But He laid His right hand upon me, 

saying, "Fear not, I am the First and the Last, and the Living One; I died, and behold I am alive for 

evermore, and I have the keys of Death and Hades" (Revelation 1:17-18). 

Instead of giving us what we deserve or instead of demanding from us a payment we could never 

make, He says, Fear not. That is My Word to you, sinner. The Lord Jesus, Whose sin-atoning death 

paid the price for all sins, declares, "Fear not contrite tax collector; rather, return to your home 

justified." This Christ Jesus Who died and Who is risen lovingly says, "Fear not repentant woman, 

neither do I condemn you; go and sin no more" (John 8:11). This Jesus Who has done the Father's 

will has sent His Spirit to comfort, "Fear not you little children, for your sins are forgiven for His 

sake (1 John 2:12). 

But, dear people, do you realize what has happened here? Our downcast eyes behold a great and 

mighty wonder. We don't appear before the Lord because we presume to stay His wrath with our 

good works. We don't bow before Him trying to impress Him with how much we have done. We 

don't seek to be in His presence because of any righteousness of our own. No. 

Rather, we are here because of His pity, kindness, mercy and grace in the person and work of Jesus 

the Christ. The angel says to John, Worship God. Well, you might be asking, what does this mean? It 

means this: 

"God wants us to believe Him and to accept blessings from Him; this He declares to be true 

worship" (Apology IV:228). "This is how God wants to be known and worshiped, that we accept His 

blessings and receive them because of His mercy rather than because of our own merits" (Apology 

IV:60). Dear people, we who live, not under the Law, but under the Gospel understand that "the 

service and worship of the Gospel is to receive good things from God, while the worship of the law 

is to offer and present our goods to God" (Apology IV:310). "The highest form of divine service is 

sincerely to seek and call upon this same Jesus Christ in every time of need" (AC XXI:3). "The 

greatest possible comfort comes from this doctrine that the highest worship in the Gospel is the 

desire to receive forgiveness of sins, grace, and righteousness" (Apology IV:310). 

Today Christendom is plagued because the postmodern world with its emphases on tolerance, lack 

of absolutes, and craving for the new, exciting and different has crept into the holy place. Worship 

has, too often, become an occasion for entertainment and people will not endure sound teaching, but 

having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own likings (2 Timothy 

4:3). Such pastors who bow down to such demands will discover, one day, that instead of feeding 

the sheep and guiding them to the right hand of the Lord, they will be charged with entertaining the 
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goats and will be at His left hand. Or, as is too common in the contemporary church, worship has 

become "the limiting service of the Law" where people "just want to praise" God. 

In your bulletin this morning you have received a copy of "Reflections on Contemporary/Alternative 

Worship" which has been provided by our synod's Commission on Worship. Please take this home, 

read it, discuss it in your family, and thank God for the good things He gives us where the Word is 

preached and taught in its truth and purity, and where the Sacraments are administered according to 

Christ's insitution. 

Let me restate the truth. The worship service that pleases God is the one where the Good News of 

Jesus Christ is proclaimed ... where we keep the words of this book, indeed, where the children of 

God hear the blessings of Baptism and live in Christ ... where the people of God receive the 

forgiveness of sins, eternal life, and salvation in the absolving Gospel ... where "the people are ... 

admonished concerning the value and use of the sacrament and the great consolation it offers to 

anxious consciences, that they may learn to believe in God and ask for and expect whatever is good 

from God. Such worship pleases God, and such use of the sacrament nourishes devotion to God" 

(AC, XXIV). 

Indeed, what a great God the Lord is and what a wonderful thing He has done in sending His angel 

to tell John and us ... Worship God. So, you have heard enough today to answer the question ... 

... The Sunday Service: Our Work or His Word? 


