First Things First
Presented to the Summit on Church Music Ministry
Cedarville College, March 3-5, 1997

 The Great Commission 
The Great Commission which Jesus gave to His disciples (Matthew 28:19-20) shows us God’s heart for the world and His desire for all of His children to be faithful instruments in carrying the message of the gospel to all peoples. The Commission does not stop with evangelism, however, and includes in its scope the full-orbed ministry of disciplemaking: that process by which people are not only brought to saving faith but are also mentored in the faith, with the goal of seeing believers brought to maturity, that they might obey the commands of Jesus and ultimately become disciplemakers themselves.

Many churches (as well as other Christian organizations), recognizing the pivotal importance of the Great Commission, have built it into their mission or purpose statements, either explicitly or implicitly. Considered the following examples of actual church mission statements:

1. "Our Mission: To cause God great joy by sharing His love with others as we have seen it in Jesus Christ."

2. "Our Mission: Developing fully devoted followers of Jesus Christ."

3. "[First Church] exists in order that we may glorify the Lord God through the means He has established in His Word: Evangelism (introducing people to Jesus Christ) and Edification (building believers to maturity in Jesus Christ)."

4. "For God’s glory, [Second Church] is committed to developing disciples in our area and throughout the world so that in all things Christ might have the preeminence."

5. "To the glory of God: to win, build, and equip disciples of our Lord Jesus through loving, Bible centered ministry at home and abroad."

It is commendable that so many of these groups desire to do all that they do for the glory of God. But the question arises: how do churches and individual believers most glorify God? Are the evangelization of the world and the edification of the saints the ultimate expressions of God’s purposes in creating us and saving us and calling us into His service? Does the Great Commission encompass all which we are to be about as believers?

The Great Commandment

Our answer must be no. The Great Commission, as pivotal as it is, is not the cornerstone of our Christian walk and service; it is not the bottom line. The Great Commandment is. Jesus explained in Mark 12:30 that the "great commandment in the law," that is, the sum and focus of all its provisions, is to "love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength." We are to be first and foremost lovers of God; and we are to express that love through a life and lifestyle of worship. Many have pointed out that the Great Commandment is indeed talking about the priority of worship. Sally Morgenthaler, for instance, writes relative to this passage: "Jesus knew and taught that God desires our worship above anything else. It should be number one on each of our agendas" (Worship Evangelism, p. 38).

Worshippers are what God is seeking. Morgenthaler writes: "It is significant that in John 4:23 Jesus did not say that God is seeking evangelists. He said that God is seeking worshippers" (p. 39). Throughout the Scriptures we see God’s great quest for worshippers: as He looks for Adam and Eve in hiding, as He provides in the Old Testament sacrificial system the means for a sinful people to approach Him, as He sends His Son to the cross that the way into His presence might be opened once and for all, as He sends His blood-bought church into all the world with the gospel — it is all because He is seeking worshippers, those who will worship Him in spirit and in truth (John 4: 23-24 ).

The primary way a Christian glorifies God is in worship, which at its root is the response of the heart to the Lord’s gracious initiative in one’s life, a response of adoration and love for God for who He is and what He has done (worship in truth) which wells up into outward expression out of the inner man (worship in spirit). Both the Old and New Testaments are clear that true worship begins on the inside, where only God can see (Romans 12:1; Hebrews 13:15; Philippians 3:3; I Samuel 15:22).

Worship is then "the most important activity that we can be involved in," as it has been put by John MacArthur, whose book about worship is fittingly titled The Ultimate Priority. John Piper says it this way: "Worship is the only Christian activity which is an end in itself." That is, every other spiritual endeavor — evangelism, edification, fellowship, teaching, disciplemaking — has as its ultimate aim the development of more and better worshippers.

The Great Commandment speaks of worship in that it is purely vertical in its focus; its utter God-centeredness reflects the doxological purpose of all creation. It also rightly subsumes under its expanse the Great Commission which is (by definition) more man-focused. (Look again at the mission statements quoted earlier to see just how man-focused those statements are.) Fittingly, we find worship preceding the Great Commission even in its own immediate context, where we are first told that the disciples "worshipped" the risen Jesus (Matthew 28:17).

Jesus identifies as the second greatest commandment: "You shall love your neighbor as yourself" (Mark 12:31). The Great Commission actually grows out of the interworking of the first and second greatest commandments, to love God and to love our neighbor: if we truly love God, we will follow through with the love of neighbor which He commands and enables; and the greatest love we can show to our neighbor is to help him become a lover of God, a worshiper, in his own right. John Piper begins his book on missions with this magnificent statement:

"Missions is not the ultimate priority of the church. Worship is. Missions exists because worship doesn’t. Worship is ultimate, not missions, because God is ultimate, not man. . . . [Missions] is a temporary necessity. But worship abides forever." (Let the Nations Be Glad! p. 11). 

Our outreach and disciplemaking must flow out of a heart which is full of worship —otherwise, as Piper points out, "How can we commend to others that which we do not ourselves cherish?" (p. 11) And our outreach and disciplemaking must lead ultimately to more worship being offered up for God’s own pleasure. (It should also be said that a church which genuinely worships will reach out -- for if the people do not grow to share God’s heart for the lost, we may wonder how close they have really come to Him in worship!)

While the sample mission statements mentioned earlier are strong on the Great Commission and rightly concerned with the glory of God, yet they are woefully lacking when it comes to acknowledging worship as the primary and ultimate focus of the church and of the individual believer. Following are some mission statements which come closer to giving worship its proper due:

1. "As a local expression of the universal body of Christ, we desire to corporately love God with all our being by worshipping Him and loving others through relevant ministry both locally and around the world."

2. "[Third Church] exists for the purpose of: magnifying Jesus through worship and the Word; making Jesus known to our neighbors and the nations; and moving believers in Jesus toward maturity and ministry."

3. "The priorities of ministry of this church flow from the vision of God’s glory revealed in Jesus Christ. We exist to savor this vision in worship (John 4:23), strengthen the vision in nurture and education (I Corinthians 14:26, II Peter 3:18), and spread the vision in evangelism, missions, and loving deeds (I Peter 2:9, 3:15, 5:16; Matthew 28:18-20)."

These statements put worship in its proper place: first. And I believe thereby God is honored, because it is clear that when we are putting worship first, we are in fact putting Him first.

Implications
This understanding has two profound implications for what we will be about the next two days. 

First, we must remember that church music is, as Dr. Hustad has stressed, a "functional art." Luther called music "the handmaid of theology;" it must serve the truth which it proclaims. Church music is a means to an end, indeed the most glorious of ends: the worship of Almighty God. 
The second implication has to do with how we plan our church services, for a proper understanding of the ultimate priority of worship should govern our selection of forms and styles and music used in our services. Our first question must be, not "What can we do so as to best attract and reach people," but rather "What can we do to best facilitate the corporate adoration and praise of God?" (in line with the vertical, God-centered focus which is the overriding purpose for gathering in the first place). That does not mean that we should ignore issues of contextualization and culture; but our aim must be to please God, not to please men. And our ministry to people must always have as its ultimate goal the producing of more and better worshippers.

Conclusion
By all means, let us be about fulfilling the Great Commission — but first things first! Let us first and foremost seek to love God with our entire being — heart, soul, mind and strength — and to be "filled with all the fullness of God" (Ephesians 3:19). May our lives of worship then overflow with a grateful aspiration to "make disciples of all the nations" — that they too might worship Him and love Him and serve Him — to the glory of His name. Amen.
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