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WORSHIP  

…IN SPIRIT & TRUTH 

 

 

There is a narrative journey being undertaken THROUGH the Psalms. I’ve described it as a 

movement from darkness to light.   

I think this is significant because it can help us ask about our own time. Today.  

If we had to pick a book of Psalms to describe the world we live in, where the church as a 

whole is today, I’d say Book III. Exile. We have been overrun by the Babylonians and carted 

away into captivity.  

That’s what it might feel like to be a faithful Christian today.  

Our problem today is that we are sitting by the rivers of Babylon, so:  

How can we sing the Lord’s songs in a strange land?  

In terms of a narrative of a journey the structure of the psalms looks a bit like this: 

Book I-II David to Solomon 

Book III The Exile 

Book IV In the Exile 

Book V The Return from Exile 
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In Book II, where we’ll be looking today, it’s all initiated by the Korah collection, which 

concludes with a wisdom psalm (49) instructing all the inhabitants of the world concerning 

trust in God’s redemption versus trust in riches.  

The story of the Korah collection is that God’s anointed will bring in salvation, not man and 

his wealth and power.  

So we see this is clearly all about King Jesus! God’s anointed ruler.  

The single Asaph psalm, Psalm 50, (today’s Psalm) serves as a transition to the David collection 

in Book II. Psalm 50 focuses on God, the judge, who will judge His godly ones as well as the 

wicked.  

 

So this is our Psalm for today! 

To get what it’s about, we need to understand the distinctives of the Asaph Psalms.   

Psalm 73, which begins book III, is an Asaph Psalm and it plays a particular role in the whole 

of the Third book, and this through its discussion of Israel’s unfaithfulness.  

There is an Israel that is not pure in heart nor have they made God their refuge. They are not 

true worshippers.  

In contrast, Asaph in Psalm 73, like David later in Psalm 86, represents the Israel which has 

made God their refuge. 

Perhaps the easiest and most obvious way to divide Book III is in terms of authorship: 

 

A. Asaph - Pss. 73-83 

B. Korah - Pss 84-85 

    C. David - 86 

B’. Korah - Pss. 87-8819 

A’. Ethan - Ps. 89 
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David’s Psalm (86) is the centre of the mirror: A, B, C, B, A pattern.   

The summary message of the Asaph collection in Book III is the exilic judgments of God on 

Israel because of their unfaithfulness to the Lord. They are exiled; kicked out of their land. As 

the Book of Leviticus had declared the Law to be followed, it also foretold the fate of Exile as 

a tutorial in national holiness.  

The great theory of Asaph the worshipper, whom I introduced you to a few weeks back, is 

this, as expressed in Psalm 50: 

“Whoever offers praise glorifies me: and to him that orders his life-path [derek] in the right 

way will I show the salvation [Jesus] of God.” (Psalm 50.23) 

The fiftieth psalm, therefore, has for its theme the spirituality of all true worship. 

Just as we’ve looked at how prayer works two weeks ago, and fasting last week, now we must 

learn the practices of worship – a master class in worship from Israel’s chief worshipper: 

Asaph.  

Why do we need prayer, fasting, and worship? 

We are gaining the much needed spiritual disciplines to destroy Haman in us and replace him 

with Christ-Mordecai.  

We can turn to no better friend than Israel’s chief worshipper and father of the Sons of Asaph.  

You’ll recall what Asaph said in Psalm 73.1: 

“Truly God is good to Israel, to those who are pure in heart.” 

Asaph was reminding us about his prayer life. For, as I said when we were studying, Psalm 73 

a few weeks back, Asaph went to the school of prayer with Jesus. And Jesus told Asaph this 

secret: 

“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.” (Matthew 5.8) 

This is what Asaph brought to his prayer and his worship – a pure heart, which is the surest 

standpoint from which to see God! 

I know he had a pure heart because in psalm 73 he told us in vv.16-17: 

“When I tried to understand all this, 

it troubled me deeply 

17 till I entered the sanctuary of God; 

then I understood their final destiny.” 

 

Only in his prayer closet (the sanctuary of God) did the revelation flow to him.  
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The message is this: the pure get to see God. In God’s light they behold everything utterly 

clearly.  

We talked about fasting last week, and how it kills off pride, and the flesh.  

Worship, it turns out, if we listen to Asaph is also part of the therapy for ridding ourselves of 

Haman! 

How? 

In Psalm 50.4-5 God comes to Judge his people. He 

“summons the heavens above, 

and the earth, that he may judge his people: 

5 ‘Gather to me this consecrated people, 

who made a covenant with me by sacrifice.’” 

Why is he judging them? Well, do you remember the Introduction to the Psalms, Psalms 1-2? 

Do you remember the two ways? 

- The way of Haman/wicked/tree? 

- The way of the righteous/ tree? 

Haman is the “Tree of the Knowledge of Good & Evil,” right? The Tree of Life, you’ll recall, is 

described in Psalm one as the life of the blessed or happy person: 

That [blessed] person is like a tree planted by streams of water, 

which yields its fruit in season 

and whose leaf does not wither— 

whatever they do prospers. (Psalm 1.3) 

 

What Asaph adds to this picture is that this person not only prays and fasts but he or she 

worships in a certain way too. The road of their life is marked by the purest worship.   

So, Psalm 50 shows the integral connection between worship and holiness.  

God comes in judgement to find out the Hamans from the truthtellers. 

“Listen, my people, and I will speak; 

I will testify against you, Israel: 

I am God, your God. (v.6) 

What is the charge? Or charges? Or, better put, how does God deal with Haman in a 

churchgoer? 
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1. HE CONDEMNS ANY FALSE FORMALISM  

“I bring no charges against you concerning your sacrifices or concerning your burnt offerings, 

which are ever before me.” (v.8) 

Let me help you translate:  

I can live with your boring sermons and your worship songs and your fussy prayers. It’s all 

endless!  

But, listen up: 

I have no [real] need of a bull from your stall 

or of goats from your pens, 

10 for every animal of the forest is mine, 

and the cattle on a thousand hills. 

11 I know every bird in the mountains, 

and the insects in the fields are mine. (vv.9-11) 

 

Bulls, goats, animals, cattle, birds, insects … I got them all: millions of them! 

These are all the stuff of religion. They are ritual offerings to God.  

God says: You offer me stuff that’s fine enough. I can live with it.  

But deep down, all it shows me is that you think I need this.  

So here’s where God reminds Israel about the spirit not the letter of the law: 

If I were hungry I would not tell you, 

for the world is mine, and all that is in it. 

13 Do I eat the flesh of bulls 

or drink the blood of goats? 

 

We can make sense of what’s said here when we know the traditional pagan view of sacrifices, 

which operated a bit like magic – that is mechanically. 

For instance in the ancient Mesopotamian Gilgamesh Epic we read of Utnapushtim, a Noah 

figure: 

"Then I sent out everything in all directions and sacrificed (a sheep). 
I offered incense in front of the mountain-ziggurat. 
Seven and seven cult vessels I put in place, 
and (into the fire) underneath (or: into their bowls) I poured reeds, cedar, and myrtle. 
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The gods smelled the savor, 
the gods smelled the sweet savor, 
and collected like flies over a (sheep) sacrifice." (Gilgamesh Epic, Tablet 11.155-171) 

 

Here, Utanapishtim explains what he did after the Flood. 

Because the ancient Gods had killed all the humans by flood, there was no one to offer 
sacrifices: they were starving!  

This is the point of what Asaph is saying: you worship like the Babylonians! 

The true God, via Asaph, is telling them that in their outward forms of religion they’ve missed 

the essence of what makes for a happy life. They’ve missed the heart of worship and devotion.  

They’re practicing dead religion! 

And we even get from Asaph what the source of dead religion is:  

It’s when we make of the true God a god that is shaped in our own image. 

How did the people do that? Well, consider Haman again.  

Haman had everything in Persia, but because of the narcissism eating him away, it was not 

enough. Nothing was ever enough for Haman!  

So when God says through Asaph: 

If I were hungry I would not tell you, 

for the world is mine, and all that is in it. 

He’s undermining a whole way of life of how we relate to God, trying to buy him off and forge 

a magical relationship with him, whereby we can manipulate him.  

What narcissism (Hamanism) does to relationships is makes them all instrumental. So because 

the people were greedy narcissists, they assumed their sacrifices were feeding a greedy god.  

But God says: that’s not the real me. You’ve mad yourself an idol. By making an idol you’re 

telling lies about me. I don’t need anything. I am totally satisfied with just being me!  

Knowing this is the first step towards offering the sacrifice of the heart, in love, not fear or 

manipulation of God.  

Be honest, how many times have you tried to buy God off or bargain with him? I have. Lots of 

times.  

But God says – you are my child; come to me as a little child. 

Just ask, seek, and knock.   

It starts with faith. Faith is seeing God as your father! 

That’s how prayer builds faith. It reminds us prayer is a relationship not a bargaining platform! 
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So Asaph, through whom God himself is speaking, communicates the truth about true 

worship: it’s a spiritual thing.  

It’s worship in Spirit.  

“Sacrifice thank offerings to God, 

fulfill your vows to the Most High, 

15 and call on me in the day of trouble; 

I will deliver you, and you will honor me.” (vv.14-15) 

God is looking for two things apparently: 

- Joyful gratitude of heart 

- True prayer 

Ok, so first condemnation is worship has become bargaining not joyful celebration that God 

is our Father.  

How did Jesus teach us to pray? It begins… Pater Noster.  

Here’s the second problem with Israel’s worship.  

 

2. HE CONDEMNS ANY UNTRUTHFUL PRACTICE 

 

But to the wicked person, God says: 

“What right have you to recite my laws 

or take my covenant on your lips? 

17 You hate my instruction 

and cast my words behind you.” 

 

In vv.16-17 we discover the second part of what’s wrong here.  

In the first part their worship was without Spirit, but here it’s without Truth.  

Now I want to pause for a second to ask where Asaph might have discovered two such 

profound insights about the real and genuine meaning of worship? Do you know? 

Where did he learn to pray? Jesus! 

Come with me to John’s Gospel. I want to show you something.  

In John 4, Jesus is talking to a Samaritan woman, right? And he says to her: 
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“Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in 

Spirit and in truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks. 24 God is spirit, and 

his worshipers must worship in Spirit and in truth.” 

 

Now what had the Samaritan woman done up till then? 

She’d, IF NOT lied, kept hidden about her five(!) husbands(s) and Jesus replied with the truth! 

So she lacked truth.  

We see this in that she also tried to entangle Jesus in a formal theological debate over which 

mountain God wants to bless. Rather than worship in Spirit, she wants to keep it super formal.  

 

Today’s equivalent of this old theological chestnut might be: 

Well, we worship on Baptist mountain but you know those tongue-speakers they seem to be 

high on something, so they must have some kind of high mountain! 

Or: Well, you know, God wants people to be baptised this way not like the shallow-water 

Baptists do it!  

Or: One of my personal favourites from the Upper Room: Drums are evil; we can’t use drums 

in worship because they come from Africa!   
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After nine years in this job I’ve heard every excuse imaginable to get rid of the spirit of 

worship! 

But let’s get back to Asaph’s second indictment.  

 But to the wicked person, God says: 

“What right have you to recite my laws 

or take my covenant on your lips? 

17 You hate my instruction 

and cast my words behind you.” 

 

What were the no-truth worshipers doing? 

When you see a thief, you join with him; 

you throw in your lot with adulterers. 

19 You use your mouth for evil 

and harness your tongue to deceit. 

20 You sit and testify against your brother 

and slander your own mother’s son. (vv.18-20) 

There’s at least three of the big Ten here being broken: theft, adultery, lying.  

They aren’t meditating on the law at all (see Psalm 1) and they are not worshiping in truth.  

So those worshippers who worshipped without truth, their crime is just the same as the 

formalists who worship without Spirit. Remember the formalists, they thought God was just 

another selfish narcissist wanting the same stuff they did.  

If I were hungry I would not tell you… 

And what does God say to the those worshipping without Truth: 

…you thought I was exactly like you. (v.21) 

So they have the same sin, the same blindness: blind pride.  

Now this is the heart of darkness in Book III: That’s why Israel goes into exile. That’s the heart 

of what Book III of the Psalms will be about.  

Asaph is the worshipper who tells Israel the true nature of faithful worship and service of God. 

You gotta’ have Spirit; and you must also worship in Truth. The Truth matters too.  

We have to worship in Spirit and in Truth. A little history of TUR… 
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3. SUMMARY 

You know, we might think of the No-Spirit folks and the No-Truth folks as two groups of 20th 

Century Christians: we could call them liberals and conservatives.  

Both with their 20th-C ideals about God rooted in their own narcissisms.  

The one tried to make the church look just like the world and made up God in their own 

secular image. You might say they cared about Spirit (they were compassionate for the poor 

for instance) but not about the Truth. They left the Bible behind.  

The others (the more conservative) set up their own self-righteous theological categories, 

quoted the Bible ad nauseam, but didn’t care a hoot about justice or compassion, or love, or 

about the Spirit of the law! They had the Truth but not Spirit in their worship. But: both made 

a narcissistic God to serve themselves.  

But we live in the 21st Century! What a freeing thought.  

That means Asaph is trying to tell us today(!) that if we can learn to worship in spirit and in 

truth at the same time, we can leave behind the old way in which Haman ruled us.  

We’re free by the Spirit to experiment in our worship – as long as our hearts are at the centre. 

But we must also never abandon the Truth or at least our search for the Truth.  

To close, we now have specifically three tools at our disposal as a form of therapy against the 

spirit of the age in which we live.  

- We have prayer 

- We have fasting 

- We have spirit-and-truth worship    

Next week I’m going to add confession. Time for us to leave behind the old categories and 

time, too, to let Psalms start to lead us out of exile and to the Tree of Life.    


