Is My Worship “the Real Thing”?

An Anchor for the Soul Lesson 4
We have been using a computer-type icon to represent each book that we have considered. Our first book was Jonah. What was our symbol? Right, it was a backpack representing the runaway prophet. Next we looked at sections of Hosea. What icon did we use? The wedding rings symbolized the fact that God loves us unconditionally, no matter what! Last week we read parts of Amos. Although we didn’t meet as a large group and have a lecture, I sent a picture to your small groups. What was it? It was the statue of Lady Justice, blindfolded and carrying scales, to represent true justice. A theme of Amos is the need for people to be just, as God is just.

This week we studied parts of Micah. His themes had many parallels to those in Amos, and no wonder! God had to keep saying the same things over and over to His people because they refused to listen! 

For Micah, I chose the Coca-Cola marketing theme from several years ago—the Real Thing. This ad suggested that other cola products just didn’t measure up to the standards of Coke, the real thing.

I see Micah’s message in a similar way. The people of Judah, in the southern kingdom where he preached, were saying they trusted in Yahweh, their God, and they were doing the religious thing at the temple, but Micah said that their worship did not measure up to the real thing.  

The book of Micah is apparently a series of messages to the southern kingdom. The themes are repeated in different ways so we will be skipping around, picking these up. We will use Micah’s denouncements of the Israelites to test our own worship. We must ask ourselves, “Is my worship ‘the real thing’”?

The first part of the self-evaluation is this: am I trusting in idols or God? Micah indicated that those who claimed to trust God but who also trusted idols did not have the real thing when it came to worship. 

Micah’s first message began with a powerful image of God’s descent to earth in judgment. 

Read Micah 1:2-7.

Listen, all you nations! 
Pay attention, all inhabitants of earth! 
The sovereign Lord will testify against you;

the Lord will accuse you from his majestic palace. 
1:3 Look, the Lord is coming out of his dwelling place!

He will descend and march on the earth’s mountaintops! 
1:4 The mountains will disintegrate beneath him,

and the valleys will be split in two. 
The mountains will melt like wax in a fire,

the rocks will slide down like water cascading down a steep slope. 
1:5 All this is because of Jacob’s rebellion

and the sins of the nation of Israel.

How has Jacob rebelled, you ask? 
Samaria epitomizes their rebellion! 
Where are Judah’s pagan worship centers, you ask?

They are right in Jerusalem! 
1:6 “I will turn Samaria into a heap of ruins in an open field –

vineyards will be planted there!  
I will tumble the rubble of her stone walls down into the valley,

and tear down her fortifications to their foundations. 
1:7 All her carved idols will be smashed to pieces;

all her metal cult statues will be destroyed by fire.

I will make a waste heap of all her images.

Since she gathered the metal as a prostitute collects her wages,

the idols will become a prostitute’s wages again.” 
Surely, Micah’s audience would have been excited as they listened, thinking this picture of God’s coming in judgment was for their enemies, or at least for the northern kingdom. Then, Micah shocked them by saying that it was because of their own sins!
The northern kingdom of Israel, also referred to as Samaria, had been the first to turn to idolatry, which then spread to Judah as well. Although vv. 6-7 deal with Samaria, he already made it clear that both kingdoms were guilty. They were mixing worship of Yahweh, the true God, with the worship of idols. They were trusting idols to get what they wanted.

Read Micah 5:10-15. 

5:10 “In that day,” says the Lord,

“I will destroy your horses from your midst,

and smash your chariots.

5:11 I will destroy the cities of your land,

and tear down all your fortresses.

5:12 I will remove the sorcery that you practice, 
and you will no longer have omen readers living among you. 
5:13 I will remove your idols and sacred pillars from your midst;

you will no longer worship what your own hands made.

5:14 I will uproot your images of Asherah from your midst,

and destroy your idols. 
5:15 I will angrily seek vengeance

on the nations that do not obey me.”

They trusted horses as an advantage in battle. They trusted charms and omens as well as idols, sacred pillars, and Asherah. The NET Bible explains: “Asherah was a leading deity of the Canaanite pantheon, the wife/sister of El and goddess of fertility. She was commonly worshiped at shrines in or near groves of evergreen trees, or, failing that, at places marked by wooden poles.” Basically, God had commanded His people to burn or tear down these poles, but since they did not do it, He said here that He would do it himself. 
God alone is to be our trust in every situation. As we consider this question—“Am I trusting in idols?”—we realize that our idols may be more difficult to expose. Christians usually don’t place crystals around the house for luck or set out small fertility goddesses to help us get pregnant. Instead, we hide them in our hearts. In fact, we often hide them so well that we aren’t even aware that they are there. 

In Eph. 5:5 God made it clear that idols can be things other than a carved or molten figure. 

“For you can be confident of this one thing: that no person who is immoral, impure, or greedy (such a person is an idolater) has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God.”
Although Micah didn’t specifically call these kinds of things idols, I see him expose some of them in Micah 2:1-2.

2:1 Those who devise sinful plans are as good as dead, 
those who dream about doing evil as they lie in bed. 
As soon as morning dawns they carry out their plans, 
because they have the power to do so.

2:2 They confiscate the fields they desire,

and seize the houses they want. 
They defraud people of their homes, 
and deprive people of the land they have inherited. 
The Israelites trusted idols of power, possession, and wealth. 

We may be worshipping some of the same idols, trusting them to bring us happiness, friends, acceptance, or purpose. Our faith may be in our husbands, our children, our looks, or our educations to fulfill our deepest needs. When that happens, we are trusting in idols rather than in God. 

Sometimes it’s hard to see it, especially when our culture constantly tells us that looks, wealth, possessions, positions, families, fitness, and status are the keys to happiness! We believe the ads that suggest that the good life comes from having the best car, the cutest husband, the thinnest figure, and visiting all the fun places! As a result, we begin to trust in those things, whether we have them or not. We believe that when we do get them, we’ll be satisfied, happy, and peaceful—we’ll live happily ever after; all will be well. 

The problem is that such trust is idolatry! 

Look back at Micah 2:2 if you still have it open. The people desired what belonged to someone else, which is coveting, prohibited by the tenth commandment in Exodus 20. Their coveting revealed idols of materialism, power, and success. 

Perhaps our coveting reveals our idols. Now some of us will deny that we covet by saying, “I don’t want her house. I just want one like it, or similar!” Or maybe we put it this way: “Why can’t I have a husband like that?” or maybe a house like that or a job like that? Come on. If I think that, I want her situation. I want to be where she is—to have something that she has—looks, job position, smart children! It all reveals that my heart trusts idols to give me happiness, security, or success. 

Can we trust God to give us what we really need? Absolutely. In fact, He knows what we really need while we only know what we think we need. 
An idol that I deal with is money. When I start worrying about our future, I have begun to trust that money will bring me security. Instead of walking with God and trusting that He is providing for me, I am tempted to act selfishly to increase my savings. Rather than give money away, I want to hoard it. When I recognize this or any idol, I remember that God will use even poverty to grow me. I go back to the promise of Romans 8:28-29. 

“And we know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose, because those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, that his Son would be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters.”

When my worship of God is tainted by my trust in anything else, which we’ll identify as an idol, it’s not the real thing.  God doesn’t want me coming to worship pretending to trust Him when I don’t!
Here is the second question we must ask ourselves: Am I refusing God’s message about my sins? If so, my worship is not the real thing. The people of Micah’s day rejected the true prophets’ messages. 

Read Micah 2:6-11.

2:6 ‘Don’t preach with such impassioned rhetoric,’ they say excitedly. 
‘These prophets should not preach of such things;

we will not be overtaken by humiliation.’ 
2:7 Does the family of Jacob say, 
‘The Lord’s patience can’t be exhausted –

he would never do such things’? 
To be sure, my commands bring a reward

for those who obey them, 
2:8 but you rise up as an enemy against my people. 
You steal a robe from a friend, 
from those who pass by peacefully as if returning from a war. 
2:9 You wrongly evict widows among my people from their cherished homes.

You defraud their children of their prized inheritance. 
2:10 But you are the ones who will be forced to leave! 
For this land is not secure! 
Sin will thoroughly destroy it! 
2:11 If a lying windbag should come and say, 
‘I’ll promise you blessings of wine and beer,’ 
he would be just the right preacher for these people!

Let’s get a pastor who promises beer and wine! Or maybe health and wealth? I see a lot of those preachers today, and they are very popular! Micah, however, refused to tell the people of Judah what they wanted to hear.
Look at Micah 3:8. 

“But I am full of the courage that the Lord’s Spirit gives,

and have a strong commitment to justice. 
This enables me to confront Jacob with its rebellion,

and Israel with its sin.” 
The same kind of rejection happened to Amos. Later you may want to read about the king of Israel’s refusal to hear his message in Amos 7:10-13. 

How do we listen to God’s message today? We no longer have prophets because we have God’s completed revelation and can listen to it. But do we? I certainly prefer reading the passages about how God loves and cares for me rather than those that convict me. It’s more encouraging to hear a sermon about how I can make a difference in the world than one about sin and repentance, especially if it’s my sin. I actually don’t mind sermons about everyone else’s sins and kind of think we should hear more of those, but then, I hear one about being judgmental and that strikes a bit close to home! 
Instead, we should always, always be ready to hear God in every Scripture, every Bible study lesson, every sermon, and even through our circumstances and godly people. Are we constantly listening or do we avoid such situations? 

Listen to God’s judgment on Israel because of their false worship and refusal to listen to the truth in Amos 8:11-12: 

“Be certain of this, the time is coming,” says the sovereign Lord,

“when I will send a famine through the land –

not a shortage of food or water

but an end to divine revelation! 
People will stagger from sea to sea, 
and from the north around to the east.

They will wander about looking for a revelation from the Lord,

but they will not find any.”

We read a similar verse in Paul’s second letter to Timothy, in the New Testament: Read 2 Tim. 4:1-4. 

“I solemnly charge you before God and Christ Jesus, who is going to judge the living and the dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom: Preach the message, be ready whether it is convenient or not, reprove, rebuke, exhort with complete patience and instruction. For there will be a time when people will not tolerate sound teaching. Instead, following their own desires, they will accumulate teachers for themselves, because they have an insatiable curiosity to hear new things. And they will turn away from hearing the truth, but on the other hand they will turn aside to myths.”

God’s judgment, as we have seen in the prophets, often involves giving people what they ask for, the perfect consequences. If we refuse to listen, God may quit giving us any messages or give us teachers who just tell us what we want to hear.  

So at this point we have asked, “Am I trusting in idols or God? Am I refusing to hear God’s messages?” We also need to ask, “Am I trusting in religious deeds or am I living out God’s heart?”
Look at Micah 6:1-8.

Listen to what the Lord says:

“Get up! Defend yourself before the mountains! 
Present your case before the hills!” 
Hear the Lord’s accusation, you mountains,

you enduring foundations of the earth!

For the Lord has a case against his people;

he has a dispute with Israel! 
“My people, how have I wronged you? 
How have I wearied you? Answer me!

In fact, I brought you up from the land of Egypt,

I delivered you from that place of slavery.

I sent Moses, Aaron, and Miriam to lead you.

My people, recall how King Balak of Moab planned to harm you, 
how Balaam son of Beor responded to him.

Recall how you journeyed from Shittim to Gilgal,

so you might acknowledge that the Lord has treated you fairly.” 
With what should I enter the Lord’s presence?

With what should I bow before the sovereign God? 
Should I enter his presence with burnt offerings,

with year-old calves?

Will the Lord accept a thousand rams,

or ten thousand streams of olive oil?

Should I give him my firstborn child as payment for my rebellion,

my offspring – my own flesh and blood – for my sin? 
He has told you, O man, what is good,

and what the Lord really wants from you: 
He wants you to promote justice, to be faithful, 
and to live obediently before your God.
Here God brought a charge, a court case, against His people, with whom He had a covenant. Rather than turn from their idols and their sins to follow God, they expected to gain God’s favor by buying it with huge sacrifices and offerings. Micah made it clear that such religious practices would not make things right with God, who is not pleased with outward shows of piety like these. He told them not to come to worship like that because it wasn’t real. 
Instead, he said that real worship involves deeds that reflect God’s heart. Look back at Micah 6:8, which I read in the NET Bible. It said that real worship means “to promote justice, to be faithful, and to live obediently before your God.” 
The NIV says, “To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” 

One group of translators understands the Hebrew to say that we are to be faithful while the other group believes it means to love mercy. Either way it certainly fits in with Micah’s message to a people who were not faithful to their God, nor were they merciful to anyone. 

If we truly walk humbly or obediently with our God, we are not setting up idols in our hearts, we are not refusing to listen when God speaks to us, even when the message is not what we want to hear, and we are not trying to please God with outward religious expression when our hearts are far from Him. The relationship that involves walking with God will work out in our lives as we treat others with the same mercy that God treated us. We will seek justice for all and not wait for Superman to come and do so. A true walk with God, realizing how much we need Him and how dependent we are upon His grace and mercy, will result in concern for others in contrast to coveting what others have. 

I would call Micah 6:8 the central theme of Micah. All that he denounces in the people of Judah would end if they would turn to God and walk with Him humbly.  

We see Micah exemplify what it means to live out God’s heart. Twice Micah wrote a lament, a poem of grieving, over his people and the coming judgment. 

The first lament is in Micah 1:8-9.

For this reason I will mourn and wail;

I will walk around barefoot and without my outer garments. 
I will howl like a wild dog, 
and screech like an owl. 
For Samaria’s disease is incurable.

It has infected Judah;

it has spread to the leadership of my people

and has even contaminated Jerusalem!
Micah doesn’t say, “Well, they deserve it! They brought it on themselves by not listening to me and the other prophets! Instead, he says that he mourned and wailed and went about in the signs of mourning. 

We won’t look together at Micah 7:1-7, which is a longer lament over the sins of the people. In these laments, Micah showed that he had God’s heart for people. Real worship is about living out the heart of God in our lives, knowing that His Spirit lives within us to guide us day by day as we walk and listen to God’s voice. 

As we search our hearts to see if we have the real thing in worship, we have considered 3 questions: 1. Am I trusting in idols or in God? 2. Am I refusing God’s message about my sin? 3. Am I trusting in religious deeds or living out God’s heart? Our final question to help us test ourselves to see if our worship is real is this: am I worshipping the true God? This one may seem obvious, and it really is, but we need to make sure. 

Have you ever looked into one of those fun carnival mirrors? Well, I don’t know how fun they really are. They make me look really, really wide. But if I believed that image were real, I might act on it negatively. I might get depressed or hide away, acting on a distortion of truth. 
If we focus on merely part of the truth about God, we are like these mirrors, distorting His character. A recent study from Baylor University shows that what we believe about God’s character affects the other areas of our lives—from our politics to our prayers.   
The people of Judah believed the wrong things about God and it affected their actions. Look at Micah 3:11-12.

Her leaders take bribes when they decide legal cases, 
her priests proclaim rulings for profit,

and her prophets read omens for pay.

Yet they claim to trust the Lord and say,

“The Lord is among us.

Disaster will not overtake us!”

Therefore, because of you, Zion will be plowed up like a field,

Jerusalem will become a heap of ruins,

and the Temple Mount will become a hill overgrown with brush!
The people thought that God would not destroy His holy city, Jerusalem, because it was His city, His temple was there, and so he lived in its midst, in a way; thus, they refused to repent. This distortion of the truth about God affected their actions, which in turn affected their worship. 

Jesus said in John 4:23 that true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth. We must worship the God who has revealed Himself in his 
Word and through His Son. 

The book of Micah began with a picture of God as judge in Micah 1:2-7. We saw these verses earlier. They show us that God does judge sin. He does not take idolatry and rebellion lightly because He is a holy God. 
At the end of the book Micah emphasizes traits that seem in contrast to the picture of God as judge from the beginning of the book. Both are true! 
Read Micah 7:18-20.
There is no other God like you! 
You forgive sin

and pardon the rebellion

of those who remain among your people.

You do not remain angry forever,

but delight in showing loyal love.

You will once again have mercy on us;

you will conquer our evil deeds;

you will hurl our sins into the depths of the sea. 
You will be loyal to Jacob

and extend your loyal love to Abraham, 
which you promised on oath to our ancestors in ancient times.

God is both just and merciful. He delights to show His loyal love to His people. He is faithful to His promises. But He is still judge, and if we forget that, we distort who He is. True worship means that we must worship God as He is, not as we want Him to be, or think Him to be. 
In this same recent study from Baylor, the researchers came up with four different kinds of God in whom people believe. There is the authoritarian God who is highly involved in daily lives and who is angry over sin. There is the benevolent God who is also very active but who is primarily a force of good. The critical God isn’t active in our world but views us unfavorably and may bring judgment after this life. Finally, there is the distant God who isn’t active and has no opinion about what happens. 
I don’t really like these categories, but after reading the results, I would have to choose the authoritarian God. The Bible reveals a very active God who is angry over sin and what it is doing to our world. I can’t imagine believing that God doesn’t care! I want God to be upset when he sees people abused and murdered and raped. His judgment will someday make things right. But I do also believe that God has grace and mercy and is ready and desiring to forgive when anyone turns to Jesus to save her.  

Is your worship real? If you are trusting God and not idols of the heart, if you are listening and responding to God’s messages about your sin, if you are not trusting in coming to church and participating in outward worship but are walking humbly with God, and if you are worshipping the true God, that is real worship. That is what pleases God.
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