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Introduction 
 Today’s going to be totally different from how we normally do things.  Are you 

okay with that? 

 Actually, this whole summer has been pretty different from how we normally do 

things.  Normally we take a passage of the Bible and dig into it together.  We’re in the 

middle of an in-depth study of the first book of the Bible – Genesis – which is the kick-

off of a multi-year trek through the first five books of the Bible interspersed with 

corresponding NT books.  Next week’s sermon is all about why we normally do things 

that way and then the week after that we’ll jump back into Genesis. 

 This summer what we’ve been doing is looking at some topics with each 

successive week building off the previous, seeking to systematize and summarize some 

big picture biblical teaching.  Let’s try to do this backwards.  Ready? 

 Last week we looked at the topic of the city.  What does the Bible have to say 

about that?  Actually, a lot.  Christians believe they’re going to spend eternity in one.  

God’s done a lot of cool things through them in the past.  We love our city and want to 

see it transformed by the gospel because… 

 …As we saw the week before, a church exists for a mission.  We have a mission.  

We’re sent out… 

 …But first we’re called in.  That’s what we saw the week before.  Christianity is 

communal.  The church is the Christian community – a body comprised of many parts. 

 The week before that we saw that each individual Christian has a calling, a 

vocation, actually several vocations/roles they’re called to play in church and society. 

 The week before that we also saw that every Christian is called to evangelize. 

 And all of this (city, missional, church, vocation, evangelism) all traces its source 

back to the gospel.  The gospel – that’s what we’re all about; the good news of Christ’s 

death, burial, and resurrection – his death for sins and his resurrection fulfilling all the 
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hopes put forward throughout the Scriptures of a New Creation.  This truth of what God 

has graciously done for us and our salvation in time and space and history is what 

everything else springs forth from. 

 So we’ve talked about two of Immanuel’s seven core values already – Missional 

and City-Center.  Next week we’re going to talk about Biblical Teaching.  That leaves 

four others and we’re going to just briefly cover them today in four separate sermonettes 

– Corporate Worship, Community, Prayer, and the Arts.  These are all values we hold 

dear and so I just want to take a little bit of time to explain them… and also practice 

them. 

 

Corporate Worship 

First, corporate worship.  Now all of life should be worship.  Worship isn’t just 

something you do with a guitar and drums.  Romans 12:1 says that in view of God’s 

mercy as demonstrated in the gospel which Paul had been unpacking in Romans 1-11, we 

are to offer our bodies as ‘living sacrifices’ and that is our ‘spiritual worship.’  We 

worship God by pulling our bodies out of bed every morning and seeking his face in 

prayer and looking to his Word for instruction.  We worship God by going about our 

vocations with diligence and purpose and joy.  We worship God by where we live.  We 

worship God with our money, our time, our thoughts, etc…  “Whether we eat or drink or 

whatever we do, [we are to] do it all for the glory of God” (1Cor. 10:31).  Our lifestyle – 

24/7 – is to be an act of worship, a glad response to what God has so graciously done for 

us that demonstrates to the world around us that God is the supreme treasure.  Worship 

should be a way of life. 

But because as we’ve said earlier, Christianity is not an individualistic thing (me 

and God) but lived out in community, worship should be a part of the corporate life of the 

church too.  That’s one of the reasons why we get together – to worship God together.  

And the form this most prominently takes throughout Scripture is song – words set to 

music that “ascribe to the Lord the glory due his name” (Ps. 96:8).  There’s so much in 

the Scriptures about singing.  In the OT, the Psalms were meant to be sung and command 

God’s people to sing God’s praises – “Praise the Lord.  Sing to the Lord a new song, his 

praise in the assembly of the saints” (Ps. 149:1).  Even in the NT we’re told to “sing 

psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God” (Col. 3:16). 

Isaiah 12:5 makes it clear that we are to “sing to the Lord, for he has done 

glorious things…  Shout aloud and sing for joy, people of Zion, for great is the Holy One 

of Israel among you.”  We sing because of the greatness of our God and the great things 

he has done.  Psalm 98:1 – “Sing to the Lord a new song, for he has done marvelous 

things; his right hand and his holy arm have worked salvation for him.”  After Moses and 

the people of Israel passed through the Red Sea on dry ground and saw God’s mighty 

salvation what did they do?  Miriam grabbed a tambourine and got her praise on.  

Gathering with others to sing God’s praise is a natural response to God’s mighty acts. 

And what is the mightiest act of salvation God has done?  The gospel – the death, 

burial, and resurrection of Jesus!  Worship is a response to God’s glory and 

magnificence.  And what is the most glorious thing about God?  That he graciously 

substituted himself in our place to take the punishment we deserve in Jesus and he came 

back to life to guarantee our future with him.  This good news elicits worship. 
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Did anyone happen to see the opening ceremonies to the Beijing Olympics on 

Friday?  I was talking about this with Mike and Lindsey, about how glorious the whole 

display was, breath-taking, majestic.  The fireworks, the architecture, the 2008 men doing 

Tai Chi in perfect concentric circles…  There was a celebration of diversity – the parade 

of nations.  There was music and singing.  It was something of heaven.  But it wasn’t 

centered on God but rather national pride and human accomplishments.  My heart cried, 

“God alone deserves this kind of worship!”  And I reminded myself that in the end he 

will get his due and it will be infinitely more glorious than even this display of beauty. 

But you know what?  Something like that is already happening in the heavenly 

realms right now.  God is getting his due as the most glorious, breath-taking being in the 

universe.  The book of Revelation gives us a  little peak into this reality.  Let me just read 

that to you and let it transport you there and meditate on the glory of God, most fully 

revealed in the face of Christ, the Lamb that was slain.  And I’ll just read it and then we’ll 

spend some time joining in the heavenly worship, reflecting on the gospel and singing to 

God for what he has done. 

 

After this I looked, and there before me was a door standing open 

in heaven.  And the voice I had first heard speaking to me like a trumpet 

said, “Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this.”  

At once I was in the Spirit, and there before me was a throne in heaven 

with someone sitting on it.  And the one who sat there had the appearance 

of jasper and carnelian.  A rainbow, resembling an emerald, encircled the 

throne.  Surrounding the throne were twenty-four other thrones, and 

seated on them were twenty-four elders.  They were dressed in white and 

had crowns of gold on their heads.  From the throne came flashes of 

lightning, rumblings and peals of thunder.  Before the throne, seven lamps 

were blazing.  These are the seven spirits of God.  Also before the throne 

there was what looked like a sea of glass, clear as crystal. 

In the center, around the throne, were four living creatures, and 

they were covered with eyes, in front and in back.  The first living creature 

was like a lion, the second was like an ox, the third had a face like a man, 

the fourth was like a flying eagle.  Each of the four living creatures had six 

wings and was covered with eyes all around, even under his wings.  Day 

and night they never stop saying: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God 

Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come.”  Whenever the living 

creatures give glory, honor and thanks to him who sits on the throne and 

who lives for ever and ever, the twenty-four elders fall down before him 

who sits on the throne, and worship him who lives for ever and ever.  They 

lay their crowns before the throne and say: “You are worthy, our Lord 

and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, 

and by your will they were created and have their being.” 

Then I saw in the right hand of him who sat on the throne a scroll 

with writing on both sides and sealed with seven seals.  And I saw a 

mighty angel proclaiming in a loud voice, “Who is worthy to break the 

seals and open the scroll?”  But no one in heaven or on earth or under the 

earth could open the scroll or even look inside it.  I wept and wept because 
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no one was found who was worthy to open the scroll or look inside.  Then 

one of the elders said to me, “Do not weep!  See, the Lion of the tribe of 

Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed.  He is able to open the scroll 

and its seven seals.” 

Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the 

center of the throne, encircled by the four living creatures and the elders.  

He had seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God 

sent out into all the earth.  He came and took the scroll from the right 

hand of him who sat on the throne.  And when he had taken it, the four 

living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb.  

Each one had a harp and they were holding golden bowls full of incense, 

which are the prayers of the saints.  And they sang a new song: “You are 

worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you were slain, and 

with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and 

language and people and nation.  You have made them to be a kingdom 

and priests to serve our God, and they will reign on the earth.” 

Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering 

thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand.  They 

encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders.  In a loud 

voice they sang: “Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power 

and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!”  

Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth 

and on the sea, and all that is in them, singing: “To him who sits on the 

throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever 

and ever!”  The four living creatures said, “Amen,” and the elders fell 

down and worshiped. 

 

Worship Set 

 

Community 

 Another core value we have is community.  We’ve talked a fair bit this summer 

already about community – how it’s rooted in the Trinity, imbedded in our humanity, 

disrupted by the Fall, and restored by the gospel.  We’ve noted that Christianity is 

communal and church is that community.  How do we practice that? 

 Well, many ways – by initiating relationships with each other, ‘hanging out’ 

together, calling people up on the phone during the week to chat, sharing prayer requests 

with each other, being involved in a weekly small group, having accountability partners, 

going on retreats, volunteering together with someone else from the church in something 

in the community, cooking meals for someone who’s sick and delivering it to their house, 

and on and on and on… 

 We want to see all of this kind of stuff happening at Immanuel, but this is all 

really meaningless and just a duplication of what you can kind find elsewhere if it’s not 

clearly rooted in the gospel, in this mystical reality that we all share in the one and same 

Christ; that we are united to each other because we are united to him in his death, burial, 

and resurrection. 
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In Acts 2 in that famous description of the tight-knit, radical community that was 

the early church (which by the way wasn’t ingrown but missional because people were 

being added daily to their number), we read that they “devoted themselves to… the 

fellowship [and] to the breaking of bread…” (Acts 2:42).  What is this “breaking of 

bread” that they were so devoted to?  It’s the Lord’s Table. 

We know from other biblical passages like 1 Corinthians 11 that when the church 

got together they participated in this ritual that Jesus himself initiated on the night he was 

betrayed (cf. Mt. 26:26ff; Mk. 14:22ff; Lk. 22:17ff).  And from the earliest extra-biblical 

records of the church all the way down throughout church history this ceremonial meal 

has been an important part of the church’s life.  It symbolizes the gospel to us – Christ’s 

body broken, his blood spilled for us.  It reminds us of God’s grace to us in sending his 

Son to die as a substitute for sin in our place. 

But there’s another layer of significance.  Communion is not something you do by 

yourself.  I don’t eat the Lord’s Table with my Lucky Charms at my house in the 

morning.  I get together with the church to do it.  Turn to 1 Corinthians 10:16 – “Is not 

the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ?  

And is not the bread that we break a participation in the body of Christ?”  It’s a way of 

saying, “We belong to him!  His death was for us!”  And then it goes on to say, “Because 

there is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf” 

(1Cor. 10:17).  This meal is a symbol of our unity in the gospel; that we are one in Christ.  

All of us come on an equal footing – sinners in need of forgiveness, no one better than 

any one else.  And all of us eat and drink from the same spiritual nourishment – Christ 

crucified.  And in so doing, all of us find ourselves supernaturally bonded together at the 

foot of the cross.  We participate in the same body.  We benefit from the same gospel.  

Our community flows out of this reality. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 We’re going to eat this meal together now, as a body.  Instead of coming up 

individually we’re going to pass around this one loaf and have you break off a piece of it.  

Then we’ll pass around the trays of wine and grape juice and we’ll wait until everyone 

has his or hers and we’ll all eat together, remembering the gospel that brings us salvation 

and brings us together in community… 

 

Singing 
 

Prayer 
 That passage in Acts 2 that I quoted from earlier actually says, “They devoted 

themselves to the apostles’ teaching [which we’re going to talk about next week] and to 

the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer” (Acts 2:42).  We see throughout 

Acts that this church – brought together by the gospel for the advancement of the gospel 

– prayed together (cf. 1:14, 12:5). 

 Our church was birthed out of a prayer meeting – Hobin and May and a couple 

others back in their early 20s would get together every Saturday for several years to pray 

and in those meetings God called them radically together and sent them radically out to 

plant a new church in the city.  Ever since then we’ve had a weekly prayer gathering, 

most of the time on Saturday mornings where we just get together and pray.  Sound 
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boring?  It’s not!  We had a retreat this summer where many of us got away to just be 

taught about and practice praying together.  We have a prayer team that has prayed for 

every one of you by name this morning already and prays for special requests throughout 

the week.  Prayer is an important part of this church.  I’m convinced it’s the heartbeat.  

Why? 

 Well, prayer is many things.  Prayer is a private discipline, but it’s also a 

corporate practice.  Prayer is when we talk to God, but it’s also when God speaks with us.  

Prayer is introspective, but it’s also intercessory.  Prayer can be internally focused – 

“God, revive our hearts again.  God, forgive us our sins.  God, help us be more holy.  

God, keep us in love with the gospel.”  But prayer can also be more externally focused, 

more missional you might say – “God, motivate us by the gospel to go out!  God, do a 

mighty work in this city!  God, stir among the hearts of the students at UIC, the artists in 

Pilsen, the yuppies in University Village!  God, use us to advance your kingdom here, we 

need your help, we need your power!” 

 If the gospel is something God has done, and it’s appropriated by grace, and its 

end is God’s glory, then it follows that in our mission to collectively witness to the gospel 

we don’t do it on our own strength, depending on our own methods, and for our own 

reputation.  And prayer is the application of that.  It displays that we recognize we need 

God.  We need him to move.  We’re depending on him and not our own ingenuity.  And 

when anything happens he gets the credit, not us.  It’s a powerful thing when a church 

gets on its knees together and prays to God for him to unleash his power and get glory for 

himself and move through them… so let’s do it… 

 Let’s use Acts 4:23-31 as an example/template.  Turn there with me.  Peter and 

John had just been released from prison for their witness to the gospel.  They went back 

to the church and reported all that had happened and then all those in the church “raised 

their voices together in prayer to God” (Acts 4:24).  They started off recognizing God’s 

absolute sovereignty – that he is in control.  They acknowledged that he is the rightful 

ruler of this world who deserves all the glory – he made everything.  They realized that 

the cross was the centerpiece of God’s sovereign plan of salvation and relished the 

gospel. 

 Then they prayed, “Now, Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to 

speak your word with great boldness” (v. 29).  Keep us resolute in the reality of the 

gospel and not afraid to share it!  “Stretch out your hand to heal and perform miraculous 

signs and wonders through the name of your holy servant Jesus” (v. 30).  Lord, please 

move through us.  Show your power.  Do something to demonstrate your might.  “After 

they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken.  And they were all filled 

with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly” (v. 31). 

Hobin’s going to lead us in a time of praying together like this – recognizing 

God’s sovereignty and supremacy, reveling in the glories of the cross where his grace 

was displayed and our salvation was won, and then asking him to move, to fill us with his 

spirit to stretch out his hand and work through us to do mighty things for the 

advancement of his kingdom in the UIC Area… 

 

Spend Time Praying… 

 

Arts 
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 This is the value that’s often been questioned – “Why do we say we’re a church 

that values art?  Mostly Nathan just talks very unpoetically for a long time and it’s not 

like we’re all fingerpainting our emotions as he does it?  And most of us are not ‘artists’ 

like Helen or Jason.”  So what does it mean that we value the arts? 

 Well first of all we want to affirm and support those who have vocations in the art 

world.  The church hasn’t done a very good job at this historically.  We believe art is 

valid.  A flourishing city and civilization needs artists.  We want to be a place where 

artists will feel comfortable and encouraged in their crafts not because we put on cheesy 

skits and try hard to make a slick production, but because we talk of a grand and glorious 

and beautiful and mysterious God who is creative, who has revealed himself in a Story, 

who embodies Truth and yet is complex. 

 We also want to be a people who in our missional/incarnational pursuit learns to 

engage our culture, which involves understanding its art forms and learning to feel 

people’s longings expressed in film and literature and music and visual arts so that we 

can connect the gospel to them.  So watch movies, go to plays, read novels, visit 

galleries, not just to be entertained, but to scour them for truth that can help you grasp the 

beauty of the gospel more and also to gain an understanding of the plight of those 

“without hope and without God in the world” (Eph. 2:12). 

 But more than just encouraging a select few gifted and geared towards recognized 

expressions of art and more than just becoming familiar with pop art to perhaps 

appreciate it but also use it as an opening for the gospel, we believe that art (like city-

making) is an inherent part of the human enterprise that Christ came to redeem and 

restore.  God is Creator.  All of us, made in his image are to be creative.  For most of us 

we won’t have a specific vocation of ‘artist’, but in performing our various vocations, 

those of us who believe Christ has died to pay for sins and risen again to initiate a New 

Creation go about our work with creativity. 

 My wife is a mathematician.  You usually think of math as a pretty cut and dried 

field – numbers, equations, results oriented.  But I found it interesting that in math there’s 

a lot of talk about aesthetics.  You can prove something and it works, but what you really 

want to do is prove something beautifully, elegantly, in a way that the atheist 

mathematician Paul Erdos
1
 described as “from the book,” and the book only exists in the 

mind of God. 

I think everything we do – cooking, raising kids, writing code, preparing teaching 

plans, managing an office – whatever it is God has called you to do you can do it with 

creativity and imagination and excellence.  Don’t just get it done, but get it done well.  

We want to be a church that values the artistic side of life. 

 

Benediction 
May God make us a people who worship the God of the gospel, who are knitted together 

by the gospel, who are praying for the advancement of the gospel, and who because of 

the beauty of the gospel seek to instill this world with beauty. 
 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, August 10, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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End notes: 

                                                 
1
 Paul Hoffman, The Man Who Loved Only Numbers: The Story of Paul Erdos and the Search for 

Mathematical Truth (Hyperion, 1999). 


