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Worship Right 

 

This series is a how-to series. We really like how-tos in our world. In fact, one study 

showed that in the year 2015 people watched more that 100 million hours of how-to 

videos on YouTube that year and it’s growing by 70% per year. 

I wanted to find out what kind of how-tos people are watching on YouTube, so I 

pulled up YouTube and typed in “how to” and watched what turned up on the auto-

complete. Do you know what the number how-video was? It was “how to tie a tie.” 

Second was, “how to make slime.” Third, “how to vote on the voice.” Which was closely 

followed by (only slightly less importantly) “How to register to vote.” Which makes sense 

because more people vote on the voice than vote in actually elections. Fifth, “how to 

train your dragon.” And strangely, a couple slots down the list was, “how to get a 

boyfriend in 4th or 5th grade.” Not sure how to take that one. 

Mostly of the YouTube how-to videos I watch are related to car repair or home 

repair. They’re pretty handy. There are a lot of how-tos we need help with. But one thing 

you’ve probably never Googled or looked up on YouTube is “How to Christmas.” The 

truth is, we all know how to Christmas because it’s been ingrained in us from the time we 

were little. You know how it works. 

Put up the Christmas decorations the day after Thanksgiving. Start listening to 

Christmas music. Make your Christmas gift list or make subtle hints to your parents. 
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Watch Elf. Allow your schedule to get filled up with Christmas parties with co-workers 

who drink too much. Sing Christmas carols. Sometime in December you have to drive 

around to see Christmas lights. Get together with family to exchange gifts you don’t need 

with people you don’t really like. And if you remember—somewhere in there—you’ll 

squeeze in reading the Christmas story before the gift exchange and possibly make it to 

Christmas Eve service if it doesn’t conflict with your other plans. That’s how we do it—

you know, just the way Jesus would want it. 

I suspect you see where we’re going with this. And I know this isn’t a new idea. 

Probably most of you aren’t thinking to yourself, “What? We’ve been celebrating 

Christmas badly all this time? Who knew?” No. You know it and I know it. We know we’ve 

trivialized Christmas. We know we’ve commercialized Christmas. We know companies 

have long seen the Christmas season as their retail golden goose. We know all this. And 

yet we continue to participate.  

Why? Because it’s what we know. We don’t have to consult a YouTube video to 

learn to celebrate Christmas this way. We just do what everyone else is doing. You won’t 

look strange. You won’t ruffle any feathers. You’ll come out it with some new clothes and 

a few other fun things and in January look forward to spring. All this in honor of Jesus. 

Does it seem weird to you that people celebrate the coming of the Holy God in the 

flesh by getting drunk at Christmas parties? Does it seem a little out of place to honor the 

one who said, “life does not consist in an abundance of possessions,” (Luke 12:15) by 
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turning up our materialistic volume to 11? Does it make sense that we fill our schedules 

so full of holiday parties that we have very little time to reflect on the fact that we’re 

celebrating the God who came to be with us? 

It would be like celebrating Passover with a pig-roast. It would be like celebrating 

Martin Luther King Jr. day by re-segregating our schools. It would be like celebrating your 

wife’s birthday by criticizing her all day. It would be like celebrating winning the 

Superbowl by overturning cars and starting fires in the streets. (That happens, doesn’t it?) 

Imagine people celebrating you by doing the very opposite of what you love. That’s how 

we “Christmas.” But what I want to suggest to you this year is that instead of just 

Christmasing, let’s learn to “Advent.”  

Now, we’re more familiar with Christmas than Advent. When we hear the word 

Advent, we think of Advent calendars or Advent wreaths. But advent simply means, “the 

arrival.” And in Christian teaching, it points to two arrivals. The first coming of Jesus and 

the second coming of Jesus. 

The two comings are related, but different. In the first coming, he came to the 

Jews, in the second, he will come to the world. In the first coming, Jesus came as a baby, 

in the second, he will come as judge. But both comings announce the arrival of a new 

kind of world—a new society where anyone who wants to belong is compelled to leave 

their old life behind and live a new life by a different set of rules and values. 
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The passage we read earlier from Luke, chapter 3 is a perfect description of what 

I’m talking about. We don’t often consider Luke 3 an Advent passage, but it is. It’s a 

passage about John the Baptist. John was the last prophet to tell the people about the 

advent of the Messiah. And I want to walk through it today because it’ll get us started in 

learning how to “advent.” 

Now, John the Baptist was a typical prophet because he was weird. The Gospel of 

Matthew says he wore clothes made of camel’s hair and ate bugs dipped in honey. John 

was different kind of cat. And yet people flocked to the wilderness to see him.  

Verse 3 summarizes his message, “He went into all the country around the Jordan, 

preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” Now, keep that phrase in 

mind because it’ll come into play a little later. 

Verse 4 connects John to the promised Jewish Messiah by quoting from a 

Messianic passage in the book of Isaiah. “A voice of one calling in the wilderness, 

‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him. 5Every valley shall be filled 

in, every mountain and hill made low. The crooked roads shall become straight, the 

rough ways smooth. 6And all people will see God’s salvation.’” (Isaiah 40:4-6) 

Essentially, John’s job was to get the Jewish people ready to accept the Messiah.  

How did he do that? He did it by spreading Christmas cheer, of course! OK, maybe 

not. He prepares them for the coming of Jesus by insulting them! Look at verse 7. “You 

brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath?” Then he continues. 
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He says, “Produce fruit in keeping with repentance” (there’s that word again). The 

proper response to the advent of the Messiah was repentance!  

Now, John anticipates the people’s response by repeating something that earlier 

prophets warned the people of Israel about. Second half of verse 8, “Do not begin to say 

to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you that out of these stones 

God can raise up children for Abraham. The ax is already at the root of the trees, and 

every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.” 

Here’s what he’s getting at. The Jews always saw themselves as God’s chosen 

people—and rightly so—God chose them to bring Jesus into the world. But they often 

misunderstood what it was to be chosen. The believed they were chosen for salvation 

and that God didn’t care about all the other nations.  

But when they did, the Old Testament the prophets would warn them against this 

complacency of believing God wouldn’t judge them or allow anything bad to happen to 

them just because they were his chosen people—the children of Abraham.  

In fact, there’s a passage in the prophet, Jeremiah, that says this. The Jewish 

people apparently believed that the presence of their Temple created and force-field 

over their land protected them from judgement. Here’s how Jeremiah answers, “4Do not 

trust in deceptive words and say, “This is the temple of the Lord, the temple of the 

Lord, the temple of the Lord!” 5If you really change your ways and your actions and deal 

with each other justly, 6if you do not oppress the foreigner, the fatherless or the widow 
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and do not shed innocent blood in this place, and if you do not follow other gods to 

your own harm, 7then I will let you live in this place, in the land I gave your ancestors 

for ever and ever. 8But look, you are trusting in deceptive words that are worthless.” 

What Jeremiah said to the Jews of his day, John is saying to the Jews of his day. 

“The Messiah is coming and when the Messiah comes, it means salvation, but it also 

means judgment. And if you think that you will escape judgment just because you have 

Jewish DNA, you’re in a for big surprise.” 

Well, the message gets across to the people, so in verse 10 they ask the obvious 

question, “So, if being Jewish won’t save us, what will? What should we do?”  

Now, as good religious people, we expect certain answers. We expect John to tell 

them to do religious things like make their sacrifices at the Temple, observe the Sabbath 

and Passover, go to synagogue regularly. I mean, this is what we would do, right? If 

someone were to ask you how they can get right with God, you would probably first tell 

them to pray. First, pray the sinner’s prayer. Then they should begin to read their Bible—

maybe even memorize some Scripture and claim it as their life-verse, then go to church 

regularly. That’s typically our answer and those are good answers. 

But John doesn’t mention anything we consider religious. The people believe the 

Messiah is coming to usher in the Kingdom of God, with its new way of life. And when 

they ask what they can do to prepare for the coming King and align themselves with the 

new Kingdom, he says, “Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.” 
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But, again, it shouldn’t be a surprise to them, because his prescription is the same 

as Jeremiah. Remember? “5If you really change your ways and your actions and deal 

with each other justly, 6if you do not oppress the foreigner, the fatherless or the widow 

and do not shed innocent blood in this place, and if you do not follow other gods to 

your own harm…” How should people respond to God’s new Kingdom? Just do what God 

has asked for all along. 

Then Luke gets into specifics starting in verse 11. The crowd asks, “What should we 

do then? John answered, ‘Anyone who has two shirts should share with the one who 

has none, and anyone who has food should do the same.’” So, they should stop 

hoarding possessions and help those in need.  

The tax collectors, who were known for being greedy and swindling people out of 

money asked what they should do. John said, “Don’t take advantage of people by 

collecting more taxes than you are required to.” Be honest and compassionate in their 

dealings with others. Don’t take advantage of people for your own gain. 

Some soldiers were there and asked John what they should do, and he aimed right 

for their specific circumstance. Soldiers weren’t particularly well-paid and had a lot of 

power over the general population. So, they could take advantage of their position to get 

a little extra cash on the side. John said to them, “Don’t extort money and don’t accuse 

people falsely—be content with your pay.” 
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The people responded to John and they started wondering if HE, himself was the 

Messiah, but John assured them that he was only the messenger and explained what 

would happen if they would only submit themselves to the authority and values of the 

coming King. Verse 16, “I baptize you with water. But one who is more powerful than I 

will come, the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you 

with the Holy Spirit and fire.” 

In Christianity, the season of Advent serves a dual purpose. We’re good at the first 

purpose—to remember the first coming of Christ. But we’re not very good at the second 

purpose—to prepare ourselves for the second coming of Christ. This is why most of us 

celebrate Christmas, but don’t even think about Advent.  

Now, in one sense, it’s hard to blame Christians today for this. We’ve been 

absorbed into a culture that’s trivialized, materialized and commercialized Christmas for 

as long as any of us have been alive. It’s so ingrained in us that it’s easy to mistake 

nostalgia for the presence of the Holy Spirit. Our focus shifts from self-reflection on how 

we can align ourselves with God’s Kingdom to holiday parties and giving material things 

to people who already have everything we need. 

So, the question is, what’s the alternative? How do we redeem this month from the 

clutches of cultural Christmas celebrations that work against the values of the Kingdom of 

God? Well, that’s the question we want to answer this month. But I know this take some 

preparation so I wanted to lay it out for you and then each week, we’ll talk about another 
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aspect of how to Advent. So, here’s what I want to encourage you to do: “worship well,” 

“spend less,” “give more,” and “be present.” These are the four sermon topics this 

advent. 

Today, we’re talking about worshiping well. Worship is always a response to God. 

So, when John the Baptist told them the good news of Jesus coming as Messiah, they 

were asking, “What’s the right way to respond to this news?” This is another way of 

saying, “what should our worship look like?” He said, repent of the ways you have been 

living in opposition to God’s will, and do something different. 

Next week, we’re going to talk about spending less for the purpose of fighting the 

allure of materialism that plagues our society and undermines Christian stewardship.  

The third week, we’ll talk about giving generously outside of your circle of people 

who don’t really need anything to allow us to be generous in caring for people who do.  

And finally, we’ll talk the best gift you can give—be present. Too often, the gifts we 

give, work to separate us from each other and make us less able to love each other.  

Now, let me stop for a minute because I know that the more I talk here, the more 

you’re being filled with a sense of dread. And you’re experiencing that because you’re 

thinking one of two things. The first might be this, “You’re making too big a deal of this! 

What’s the harm in doing what we’ve always done?” The second is probably the more 

common one, “Well, this doesn’t sound like much fun.” In fact, many of you who get what 

I’m saying and may even agree with me, but you really like how you celebrate Christmas. 
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You were looking forward to breaking the budget for a month and getting that new 

gadget. Or you know that if you don’t go all out with Christmas presents, your kids will be 

incredibly disappointed. 

And now some of you are thinking, “Can he read my mind?” The answer is no. But 

the reason I know this is because this is what I was thinking the whole time I was 

preparing this message. And it made me want to back down a little and say, “It’s really 

not a big deal.” The problem is that it is kind of a big deal. Here’s why. 

The second week of our prayer focus season, Keith quoted a guy—a passion guru—

named Gregg Levoy and he said this, “Passion is cultivated at the level of gesture and 

moment.” Now, this is just a fancy way of saying that we develop a love something when 

we make it a habit. And “Christmasing,” rather than “Adventing” is a habit. We’ve trained 

ourselves to think and desire a certain way. 

So, I understand if you’re not super-excited about this kind of change in the short-

term, but I think that if you begin to focus less on cultural value and more on Kingdom 

values, you’ll find that even your desires will change over time. 

James K.A. Smith writes, “Discipleship, we might say, is a way to curate your heart, 

to be attentive to and intentional about what you love.” So, the point of this series isn’t to 

make you feel guilty or kill all your fun, but to reorient you. Use this Advent season as a 

time of discipleship for you and your family. Rather than practicing the habits of our 

culture, we want to practice habits that will produce fruit in keeping with the Kingdom of 



11 
 

God. Not only that, but as a parent—especially a parent with small children, you are 

setting their expectations for future Advents. 

Now, I realize that it’s already December and Black Friday has already passed, but 

you can still do this. But you need to be intentional about doing it because it won’t just 

happen. If you don’t develop a plan, you’ll revert to auto-pilot and carry on the way you 

always have. 

I also realize that I haven’t talked about how to practice any of these things yet so 

you might not feel like you can make a plan. But we have put together some hints to get 

you started and as you hear each sermon, you can fill in some of the details. But I would 

encourage you when you get home to evaluate your plan for this Advent season.  

I know you have family obligations and work events and people are expecting gifts. 

I’m not saying you have to completely abandon everything. If you don’t yet have plans, 

then now’s the time to be intentional about making plans. If you do have plans, how can 

you adjust them or use what you’re currently planning to produce fruit in keeping with 

the values of the Kingdom of God. Take these thoughts home and talk about it with your 

family. Don’t just impose it, but work through it as a family. 

So, I want to start by providing you with some questions for reflection and then 

prime the pump with some ideas for how you can Advent this year. 
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1. Make a list of the things that most excite you about Christmas. Be HONEST! Now, 

put each item in one of these categories: Worship, Material Things, Nostalgia, 

Makes me Feel Good. 

2. What are your initial thoughts on how you will Advent this year? What are some 

things activities, traditions, or attitudes you will STOP? What are some activities, 

traditions, or attitudes you will START this Advent? 

 


