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Some years ago | saw a rather gripping AustrallandalledThe Last Wave It was
set in Sydney and told the story of well-educatszitar young man who had become
aware of the supernatural realm by his associatitma group of urban Aborigines

in Redfern. In the middle of the film, he visited Btepfather, an Anglican priest, and
tried to get help from him in dealing with his exipaces. In exasperation he said to
the hapless man, "Dad, you never told me that twere any mysteries." Indignant,
the father replied, "That's not true! I've triedetplain the mysteries of Christianity to
you again and again." At this the son exclaimedyu'Yiever explained them, Dad;
you explained them away!"

We modern people tend to confuse mysteries witresecAnd so we explain them
away. But they are really quite different. Evenudlo both have to do with something
that is hidden and unknown, a mystery differs fisecret in one important respect.
A secret remains a secret only as long as you KoaW it. Once it is revealed it
ceases to be a secret. But a mystery remains &mysten when it is revealed. In
fact, the more you know about it, the more mystesith becomes. You may be able to
explain it, but you can never explain it away.

My basic contention is that when we who are digspf Christ gather together for
worship, we are involved in a great mystery, somethidden from our sight and all
our other senses, something invisible and yet 8tdPaul speaks of it in this way in
Col 1:25-28:

"l became the servant (of the church), accordinGdd's commission that was

given me for you, to make the word of God fully kg themystery that has

been kept hidden throughout the ages and genesdiistrhas now been

revealed to his saints. To them God chose to ma&e/k how great among

the Gentiles are the riches of the glorytto§ mystery, which isChrist

among you the hope of glory."
Here the apostle depicts himself as a mystagogperseon who initiates others into a
mystery. That mystery is the dwelling of the rid¢emd Jesus with his people in the
church. Paul discloses that mystery to the sdimése who are united with Christ and
so share in his holiness. He reveals the presentadivity of the risen Lord to them
by preaching God's word to them, the gospel thatlpims Christ and brings "life
and immortality to light" for its hearers (2 TimlD). Apart from God's word, they
have no access to the risen Lord Jesus; they lmkaawledge or experience of him.
That word initiates them into the mystery of Chr&&imething that no eye has seen,
no ear has heard, and no human heart has evernwem¢g Cor 2:6-10). The
disclosure of his hidden presence gives the fdithfylimpse of glory, a foretaste of
heaven here on earth.

Christian worship depends upon the presence aigba Lord Jesus. Apart from him,
it does not work properly, nor can it work propetie works in it and makes it work.
We therefore make things difficult for ourselvesfobgusing on what we do when we



assemble for worship. We are, in fact, encouragetbtso by the language we use.
Take the term worship. It is an odd English inventihat is not found in any other
language that | know. It translates the biblicattdor physical prostration before

God and adoration of him. By using it to descridethappens in our services, we
concentrate on ourselves and on our activitieeerahan on Christ and his gifts to us.
We worship Christ; he does not worship us. For mesiple worship then becomes
an act of obedience, human activity, something tiesd to do in response to what
Christ did for them long ago. So something stramgurs. The very churches that
preach justification by grace often practice jusdifion by works in their worship.

And so the mystery of Christ is obscured; the gateeaven is shut; present access to
God's grace is lost.

When we gather for worship Christ serves us andgyhis gifts to us. He involves us
in his service of God the Father. Worship is divseevice, God's service of us in
Christ and our service of God through Christ. Hehgebest to speak about the
divine service rather than our worship, for we @bworship an absent Christ who
lords it over us from afar, but Christ who is praseith us to serve us. All we receive
in the divine service comes to us through Christt as we act together with Christ in
everything that is done in it. It is all a mattémgoace, the free gift of God the Father
to us in Christ. That's what | would like to ex@an this paper on access to God’s
grace in worship.

1. The Work of Jesus in the Divine Service

The ministry of Jesus as mediator did not end wishascension. When he ascended
he made it quite clear to his apostles that he dvbalpresent in the church with his
disciples to the close of the age (Matt 28:20)eAfiis ascension he became invisibly
present with them in such a way that his preseraresstended the normal limitations
of time and space and matter (Eph 4:10). In hitogree to the book of Acts Luke
goes one step further. He says: "In my former badleophilus, | wrote about all that
Jesusdeganto do and teach until the day he was taken ug&vén, after giving
instructions through the Holy Spirit to the aposthe had chosen.” The key word here
is "began." Luke claims that Jesus continues himsstmy in word and deed together
with the apostles and their successors in the bhdittat's why we read from the
gospels in the divine service. Those readings filtergospels do not just tell us what
Jesus said and did long ago; they tell us whatslesys and does each Sunday in the
assembly of the faithful. There the risen Lord 8dsteracts with us, like the two
disciples on the road to Emmaus, by teaching hinfiseh the Scriptures and hosting
his holy supper. That's why his word and his mealtiae backbone of the divine
service.

Jesus himself taught the twelve apostles aboutitiden presence and work with
them in the divine service in Matthew 18:18-20.d4éd:
"Truly | tell you, whatever you bind on earth wik bound in heaven, and
whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in hea¥@ain, truly | tell you, if
two of you agree on earth about anything you askillibe done for you by
my Father in heaven. For where two or three areggat in my namd,am
there with them."
Here in typical Jewish style Jesus uses four pasavbs to speak about the work of
God the Father in gathering the disciples and arisgi¢heir prayers as well as in



binding and loosing. Scholars call this the divir@ssive. It was used to avoid the
abuse of God's name. Since the early church, #ssgge has quite rightly been used
to teach what happens in the divine service. Itlasses four important aspects of
worship. First, as the congregation assembles ¢oship, God the Father gathers
them together. The congregation then is God's ddgehis church (cf. 1 Cor 1:2; 2
Cor 1:1), people gathered by him in his preseneeofdly, God the Father gathers
the congregation together through risen Lord Jasubkey invoke him by name in
proclamation and blessing, in prayer and praiseodgh Jesus they have access to
God's gracious presence. Thirdly, Jesus bridgegahéetween heaven and earth for
the congregation and creates an asymmetrical sythetgveen these spheres. Thus,
since Jesus is present and active in the congoegditiprays together with Jesus and
is involved in his work of reconciliation. God tRather does what the church asks
him to do, as it is guided by Christ and his wdtdurthly, the successors of the
apostles in the ministry of word and sacrament wodether with God the Father and
the risen Lord Jesus in their mission of binding &oosing here on earth. They bind
the conscience of people by preaching God's lanaanduncing God's judgment on
sin; they loose people from guilt and condemnalipmproclaiming the gospel and
pardoning sinners (John 20:21-23). They bind thegue of darkness by rebuking
them in the name of Jesus; they loose people frengtip of Satan by proclaiming
God's word and enacting the sacraments. Thus fesiges the church in his
administration of God's grace here on earth. Irditige service he includes the
church in his work of judging sin and pardoningngirs. Together with Christ his
ministers wield the keys of forgiveness that ogendoor into the Father's presence
(Matt 16:19), for only through the forgiveness isscan sinners approach God the
Father unafraid in prayer. Because they have bastoped and justified they have
unrestricted access to his grace in the divineigar¥hus the forgiveness that the
ministers of the gospel proclaim in Christ's namthe key to God's gracious
presence; it gives us access to heaven here dn eart

2. Access to God's Grace through Jesus

The writer of the letter to the Hebrews teacheahaut the role of Jesus as our
liturgist, our great high priest. He says in 1029-
Therefore brothers (and sisters), since we havédamte to enter the
sanctuary by the blood of Jesus, by the new aimthliway that he opened for
us through the curtain (that is, through his flesimd since we have a great
high priest over the house of God, let us apprd¢&ad the Father) with a true
heart in full assurance of faith, with our heagsrkled (clean) from an evil
conscience and our bodies washed with pure water."
Through Jesus, and together with him, we earthlergsr the heavenly sanctuary in
the divine service. Because we have been cleansedsin through baptism we have
unrestricted access to God the Father. The wayhistpresence is open before us. No
Israelite ever had this kind of access to God ent#ibernacle or at the temple in
Jerusalem. There, once a year on the Day of Atongrttee high priest had restricted
access to God's presence in the Holy of Holiethédmew covenant we all serve as
priests together with Christ in the heavenly saagtuTogether with him we have free
access by faith to the Father's presence and tiglahbt grace. Our high priest Jesus
bridges the gap between God and us. He brings I@oBdther to us just as he brings
us to God the Father.



There are two sides to his ongoing work as prieghe divine service. On the one
hand, he speaks for God the Father and proclaisnadrid to us; through his word he
brings the Father's grace and gives the Holy Spinits. Lutherans call this the
sacramentalside of the divine service; the eastern Orthodadition calls this the
descendingwork of Christ. On the other hand, Jesus alscessnts us before God
the Father and presents us together with himsélistheavenly Father; he leads us as
we respond in faith to what God gives us and doess in worship. Lutherans call
this thesacrificial side of the divine service; the eastern Orthodadition calls it the
ascendingwork Christ. The sacramental side of worship akveymes first. It is
foundational. The sacrificial side depends orugf ps you can only hear speech if
someone speaks to you, and you can only receitgifjffomething is given to you.
We can speak to God only because God speaks veeusan give only as we receive
from God.

So Jesus initiates everything in our worship. Thereomes to us and gives his gifts
to us; there he speaks the life-giving, Spiritiilj word of God the Father to us in the
divine service. Through that word which is spokeipioclamation and enacted in
Holy Communion, he brings us grace and peace, paadd life from God the Father.
St Paul speaks about this sacramental aspect shipan Rom 5:1-2:

"Therefore since we are justified by faith, we haeace with God through

our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have obtbateess to this gracen

which we now stand.”
That describes what God now does for us and gives tn the divine service. Since
we are justified by faith, we now have access ¢ogitace of God the Father. We have
this access through Christ; we receive all Godts g us through him. God the
Father holds nothing back from us; he offers usyghieng that belongs to Jesus:
peace and joy, fellowship and love, salvation aednal life, the Holy Spirit and all
other heavenly blessings (Eph 1:4). They are allable to us in faith. We may
therefore come as beggars with empty hands toveegiat he gives to us out of his
abundance in the divine service. It is all gracerugrace, blessing upon blessing.
That's why the writer to the Hebrews offers us émsouragement (4:14,16):

"Since we have a great high priest who has passedgh the heavens...let us

therefore approach the throne of grace with bolslres that we mageceive

mercy and findgraceto help in time of need."
Our worship then is, first and foremost, much nereatter receiving rather than of
giving. It is God's doing; it involves us in a desding Trinitarian transaction, an act
of condescension in which God the Father comes dows and gives us the Holy
Spirit through the words and deeds of Jesus inlithiee service.

Jesus, however, is just as involved in our sataifresponse to God's giving as he is
in God's sacramental giving to us. Just as Jesugshthe Father to us, so he also
brings us to the Father. He does this by givinghesHoly Spirit so that we, in faith,
can respond appropriately to God's grace. St Raws $1p this sacrificial side of the
divine service quite succinctly in Eph 2:17-18:
"Jesus came and proclaimed peace to you (Gentites)vere far off and
peace to you (Jews) who were near, for throughbuth of us havaccessn
one Spiritto the Father.”
We do not respond to God the Father by ourselvéspproach him in our own right.
How could we ever do that! Since Christ is our higiest who has joined himself to
us in baptism and now shares his holiness witkvagpin with him in his self-



offering to God the Father. We stand in his shoekidentify ourselves with him.
Since Christ presents us with himself to the Fatlercan offer ourselves and our
bodies as living sacrifices that are holy and atadgdp to God (Rom 12:1-2). Since
Christ lives to intercede for us, we can pray tbgetvith him, as we do in the Lord's
Prayer, and we can be sure that our prayers aasipteto God. That's why we pray
in the name of Jesusind we present our petitions to God the Fatifnerugh Jesus
Christ our Lord. Since Jesus lives to glorify heataenly Father, we can thank and
praise and glorify God the Fathi#arough him. All this is done by the power of the
Holy Spirit. Christ sanctifies us and our offeringgh his Holy Spirit, so that we can
present them as "spiritual sacrifices that are @edde to God through Jesus Christ"
(1 Pet 2:5). Spiritual sacrifices are motivateddith in Jesus and produced in us by
his Holy Spirit.

So then, our worship depends totally on Jesus enprésence with us. Without him
we have no access to God's grace; through him we dragoing access to the fullness
of God's grace, grace abounding, grace that flawsnbo us and through us like a
never-ending spring.

3. Conclusion

Remember the story of Jacob's ladder. In his flighth Esau Jacob had come to a
place called Bethel. There he fell asleep and hasian of a stairway that reached up
to heaven. Since the angels of God descended aaddes] on it, he realised that this
place was the gate of heaven. This stairway waanieable because on it God came
down from heaven to join Jacob and met with hinteéten earth. Jacob did not climb
up the stairway to meet with God; God came dowrsthgway to bless Jacob.

Jesus applies that story to himself in John 1:¥ls&ys:

"Very truly, | tell you, you will see heaven opered the angels of God

ascending and descending upon the Son of Man."
He is the stairway of heaven, the heavenly esadtgtovhich God reaches down to us
and brings us to himself. Through Jesus God thiedFatescends to us in the divine
service to meet with us and bless us with his Fegyrit; through Jesus we ascend to
God the Father by the power of the Holy Spiritwlorship we are involved in that
mystery, that wonderful transaction, that Tringaridynamic, for all three persons of
the Holy Trinity are equally present and activéha divine service. This means that
our worship is all God's doing and our doing thitagether with God. It is God's free
gift to us. In it we receive grace upon grace fi@od's fullness (John 1:16), for
through Christ we have unrestricted access to Gedrather and his grace in the
Holy Spirit. The mystery of worship is Christ witis, our access to grace and our
hope of glory.



