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Sermon: “Fragrant Offerings” 
Scripture Readings:

Romans 12:1-2

I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God — what is good and acceptable and perfect.   

Ephesians 4:25-5:2

So then, putting away falsehood, let all of us speak the truth to our neighbors, for we are members of one another. Be angry but do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, and do not make room for the devil. Thieves must give up stealing; rather let them labor and work honestly with their own hands, so as to have something to share with the needy. Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building up, as there is need, so that your words may give grace to those who hear. 

And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with which you were marked with a seal for the day of redemption. Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, together with all malice, and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven you.   

Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children, and live in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God. 

Revelation 8:1-5

When the Lamb opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an hour. And I saw the seven angels who stand before God, and seven trumpets were given to them. 

Another angel with a golden censer came and stood at the altar; he was given a great quantity of incense to offer with the prayers of all the saints on the golden altar that is before the throne. And the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the saints, rose before God from the hand of the angel. 

Introduction:

It’s been said that every pastor needs 3 things: a wishbone, a backbone, and a funny bone.

And so, as I prepare to enter into my fourth year as pastor of this congregation, I am glad to say that I have all three!

1) My wishbone works, continually, holding me up while I pray for you and for the well-being of the whole congregation. Each week, as I prepare my sermon and plan for the upcoming worship service, my wishbone is busy doing its job—making sure that the time we spend together praising God will be pleasing to Him. 
2) My backbone works the hardest when I face the kinds of challenges that all pastors face—to stand firm when the happenings of this present world try to pull us away from Christ, who is our center.
3) And last but not least is my funny bone. This is the part of me that helps me to laugh at myself and keep all things in perspective. It has been said that laughter is “medicine to both the soul and the body.”  I can think of no better place to be healed than in the church surrounded by persons we love. So, as we enter into this study of what it means to present ourselves as “fragrant offerings” to God, we should spend a few moments laughing:   
Wanting their children to behave well in church, a mom and dad were talking with them on the way to church one Sunday morning, 'We must be quiet at all times when we are in church. Do you know why this is important? To which the little girl replied, ‘We have to be quiet in there because people are sleeping.' 
That same day, six-year-old Angie and her four-year-old brother Joel were sitting together in
church.  Joel giggled, sang, and began to talk out loud. Finally, his big sister, who had had
enough, leaned over and whispered to him: ' Remember? You're not supposed to talk out loud in
 church.'  'Why not? And who's going to stop me?' Joel asked. Angie pointed to the back of the
 church and said,  'See those two people standing by the door? They're hushers.' 

And finally, a man, down on his luck, went into a church that had a reputation for being "uppity". Spotting the man's dirty clothes, a certain member, worried about the church’s image, went up to the man and asked him if he needed help. The man said, "I was praying and the Lord told me to come to this church." 

The member suggested that the man go pray some more and possibly he might get a different answer. The next Sunday the man returned. The member asked, "Did you get a different answer?" 

The man replied, "Yes I did. I told the Lord that they don't want me in that church,” and the Lord said, 'Don't worry about it; I've been trying to get into that church for years and haven't made it yet." 

,,,well…it’s a good thing we all have a funny bone, and thankfully, we are a church who


 knows why we are here--to worship God.

It’s good, though, every once in a while, though, to consider the way in which we are worshipping God, and to ask ourselves a few questions, like: What is worship? Why do we worship, and how are we to worship?
The are important questions to ask---because there is one thing we know for sure: 

If our worship is not pleasing to God—it serves no purpose at all. 

So this is the theme of our lesson today—pleasing God—here in our worship services and in our daily lives as well. Let’s take a closer look…
What is worship?

It is a question certainly worth asking.

The dictionary definition goes something like this:

1) to show religious devotion to or reverence for

2) to have intense love or admiration for; to adore 

These are not bad definitions at all.


The first one defines worship as an action—something we do.

And the second one defines worship as an emotion—something we feel.
Both are important

--what we do in worship


--and what we feel in worship.
But surprising though this may be,


the second definition, 

of worship as a feeling,


is the one that God considers 

most important.

We Christians know this not from the dictionary definition,

but rather, from the Bible.

The stories of God’s people, 

of how they worshipped,


and what God had to say 
about the way they worshipped,

teach us all we need to know

about what pleases God 

and what doesn’t. 

Worship actually began at creation

--when God said:

"Let Us make humankind in Our image, 

according to Our likeness.”

And “the LORD God put in the garden that He had planted eastward in Eden,

 the man whom He had formed. 

And there, out of the ground, 

the LORD God made every tree grow 

that is pleasant to the sight and good for food. 

And the LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to tend and keep it.” 

And this was the way Adam and Eve worshipped God

--by tending the garden and taking care of all that God had created.

This is the way they related with God, by enjoying God and one another
—as they walked and talked in the garden together.

So for Adam and Eve, worship was clearly both an action and a feeling.


It was a way of life—

what they did out of love and appreciation for God.
We know the rest of the story


--what happened next



--how Adam and Eve sinned 




and fell from God’s grace.

Scripture tells us that after they ate the forbidden fruit, then… 
“they heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and Adam and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden.”

And “the LORD God called to Adam and said to him, "Where are you?" 

Because of their disobedience,
their relationship was damaged
--never to be the same again

--not only Adam and Eve, 
But for every human being that was born after them.
Things got so bad that:

 In time, God gave up on most of humankind,

and decided to start over.

The great flood came and went,


leaving only Noah and his family



to carry on the life 

of those who had been made 

in His image.

After the waters had subsided, 


Noah did what a faithful child of God does--he worshipped God. 

The writer of Genesis tells the story:

Noah built an altar to the LORD, and took of every clean animal and of every clean bird, and offered burnt offerings on the altar. And the LORD smelled a soothing aroma. Then the LORD said in His heart, "I will never again curse the ground for man's sake, although the imagination of man's heart is evil from his youth; nor will I again destroy every living thing as I have done. 

"While the earth remains,

Seedtime and harvest,

Cold and heat,

Winter and summer,

And day and night 

Shall not cease." 

God gave them specific instructions on how to live 

and how to worship--Him alone.

“An altar of earth you shall make for Me, God instructed his chosen people, 

and you shall sacrifice on it your burnt offerings and your peace offerings, your sheep and your oxen. In every place where I record My name I will come to you, and I will bless you.”

It seemed like a good plan.
But in time, even this did not work to reconnect God and humankind.

People began just going through the motions


--and their acts of worship became routine.

Before long,


God accepted their acts of worship no more, 

and he told them so 
through the voice of the prophet Amos: 
"I hate, I despise your feast days,

And I do not savor your sacred assemblies. 

Though you offer Me burnt offerings and your grain offerings,

I will not accept them,

Nor will I regard your fattened peace offerings.” 

And then again to the prophet Isaiah , saying:

"To what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices to Me? I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams And the fat of fed cattle. I do not delight in the blood of bulls, Or of lambs or goats. Bring no more futile sacrifices;
It wasn’t just the burnt sacrifices that God was rejecting, though.

It was the way they were living:


So God spoke to them again, saying:
“ Take away from Me the noise of your songs, for I will not hear the melody of your stringed instruments. Your New Moons and your appointed feasts My soul hates; They are a trouble to Me, I am weary of bearing them. When you spread out your hands, I will hide My eyes from you; Even though you make many prayers, I will not hear. Your hands are full of blood. 

Once again, it had gotten to the point 
where God and human beings could not relate at all.

But this time, God did not destroy the earth. 


Instead, he tried to reason with them, saying:
"Wash yourselves, make yourselves clean; Put away the evil of your doings from before My eyes. Cease to do evil, Learn to do good; Seek justice, Rebuke the oppressor; Defend the fatherless, Plead for the widow. 

"Come now, and let us reason together,"

These were words of hope

--a sign to God’s people



that He was not going to give up on them.

And so, through the Psalmists and the prophets,

God’s let the people know 
what it was that He wanted from them.

The Psalmist showed new understanding 

when he said to God on behalf of the people:

“You do not desire sacrifice, or else I would give it;

You do not delight in burnt offering. 

 The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit,

A broken and a contrite heart — 

These, O God, You will not despise.” 

And God responded, saying:

"Though your sins are like scarlet,

They shall be as white as snow;

Though they are red like crimson,

They shall be as wool.”
And this is the very reason Jesus Christ came to earth.


--to make a way for people to be cleansed of their sins continually


--and to be forgiven



--so that…the relationship between God and human beings 





could be restored—completely . 

Only the Son of God could make things right

--Jesus Christ
--the one who loved us 

and gave himself up for us, 





becoming a fragrant offering 

and sacrifice to God.

“We are to be imitators of God, therefore,”  Paul tells us
and we are to live in love.

This is our spiritual worship

--to present our own bodies as a living sacrifice,

holy and acceptable to God. 

And then, Paul, in his letter to the Ephesians, 

gave exact instructions on how this is to be done.
It could not be any clearer.

This is why we were created:
To worship God and enjoy Him forever… 
And this leads us to our second question for the morning:

Why do we worship?

As far as I can see,


this is the easiest of the three, to answer: 

We worship God:
1. Because we love Him.
Worship is the way we show that love.

2. And because we want to show our appreciation 

for all that God has done for us,

The problem is: We do not always know how.
And this leads us to our third question for the morning:

How are we to worship?

Well, it so happens that the scriptures contain 
just about every approach to worship there is: 
organized, spontaneous, public, private, simple, complex, 
ornate, or plain. 

No one way seems to be preferred over another
—just that all things be done decently and in order .

But there is one thing that we know for sure:

Worship must come from the heart.



God’s word has made this very clear.

…because the truth is:

It doesn’t seem to matter to God 
whether or not we raise our hands when we sing.

…Or, whether we sing hymns or praise choruses.

It doesn’t seem to matter to God 

whether the preacher delivers the sermon from the pulpit


or walks around the room talking.

It doesn’t seem to matter to God


whether we clap our hands during a song—or not.

The obvious truth is:


God blesses churches of all kinds in all places in all parts of the world



--as long as they are worshipping from the heart. 

After all, it’s not about us. It’s about God. 
It is not about whether our needs are met
 – it is about whether God’s name is exalted.

 The very reason God sent His Son to live and die
was that He might restore our relationship with him

and to do what we were created to do in the first place
 – worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness.”

The reality is:

If we do not like doing this—being with God, 

we would not even like being in heaven,

because there is one thing we know for certain 

about heaven:

We will worship God forever and ever. 
The book of Revelation tells us that there will be angels circling the throne of God 
night and day singing, 
“Holy, holy, holy. Lord God Almighty, which was and is,

and is to come.”

“Blessing, and glory, and wisdom, and thanksgiving, and honour,
 And power, and might, be unto our God for ever and ever.” 
According to the vision that God gave to John, 

heaven will be filled with never-ending praise and glory to God.

We can’t even imagine what it will be like.

But we do know that it will be far more wonderful 

than anything we have experienced here on earth.

But for now, we are here

--doing what we can to stay connected with God


--not only in church



--but in our daily lives as well.

We are to do the best we can to walk in love as Christians – 
to be that fragrant offering to others that Christ would have us be. 
…because the truth about worship is this:


It happens anywhere, and anytime, 

we experience the greatness of our Lord,

--everytime we experience feelings of love in our hearts 
for God and one another,






and let that love show in the things we say and do.

There is a story that shows how very true this is: worship happens 

wherever and whenever love is felt:

Like any good mother, when Karen found out that another baby was on the
way, she did what she could to help her 3-year-old son, Michael--prepare
for a new sibling.

They found out that the new baby was going be a girl, and day after day,
night after night, Michael sang to his sister in mommy's tummy.

He was building a bond of love with his little sister before he even met her.

The pregnancy progressed normally for Karen, an active member of the

Panther Creek United Methodist Church in Morristown , Tennessee.

In time, the labor pains came. Soon it was every five minutes, every three, every minute. But serious complications arose during delivery and Karen found herself in hours of labor.

Would a C-section be required? Finally, after a long struggle, Michael's little sister was born. But she was in very serious condition.

With a siren howling in the night, the ambulance rushed the infant to the neonatal intensive care unit at St. Mary's Hospital, Knoxville , Tennessee. 
The days inched by. The little girl got worse. The pediatrician had to tell the parents there is very little hope. Be prepared for the worst.

Karen and her husband contacted a local cemetery about a burial plot.

They had fixed up a special room in their house for their new baby but now they found themselves having to plan for a funeral. Michael, however, kept begging his parents to let him see his sister. I want to sing to her, he kept saying.

Week two in intensive care looked as if a funeral would come before the week was over. Michael kept nagging about singing to his sister, but kids are never allowed in Intensive Care. Karen decided to take Michael whether they liked it or not. If he didn't see his sister right then, he may never see her alive. 

She dressed him in an oversized scrub suit and marched him into ICU. 

He looked like a walking laundry basket. The head nurse recognized him as a child and bellowed, 'Get that kid out of here now. No children are allowed.' 

The mother rose up strong in Karen, and the usually mild-mannered lady glared steel-eyed right into the head nurse's face, her lips a firm line. 'He is not leaving until he sings to his sister' she stated.

Then Karen towed Michael to his sister's bedside. He gazed at the tiny infant losing the battle to live. After a moment, he began to sing.In the pure-hearted voice of a 3-year-old, Michael sang:

'You are my sunshine, my only sunshine, 

you make me happy when skies are gray.' 

Instantly the baby girl seemed to respond. 

The pulse rate began to calm down and become steady.

'Keep on singing, Michael,' encouraged Karen with tears in her eyes.'You never know, dear, how much I love you, please don't take my sunshine away.' 

As Michael sang to his sister, the baby's ragged, strained breathing became as smooth as a kitten's purr 'Keep on singing, sweetheart.'

'The other night, dear, as I lay sleeping, I dreamed I held you in my arms' 
Michael's little sister began to relax as rest, healing rest, seemed to sweep over her. 'Keep on singing, Michael.' 

Tears had now conquered the face of the bossy head nurse. Karen glowed.

'You are my sunshine, my only sunshine. Please don't take my sunshine away.'

The next day...the very next day,  the little girl was well enough to go home.
Woman's Day Magazine called it The Miracle of a Brother's Song.

The medical staff just called it a miracle. Karen called it a miracle of God's love.


Yes, God’s love is a miracle!

It has the power to transform lives

--to make all things new.

Let us be imitators of God, therefore, 

and let us live lives of love,



for God so loved the world



that he gave his only Son





--that whosoever believes in Him






will not perish 

but have life that is eternal and everlasting.

Great is the Lord, who is worthy of glory;
And great is the Lord, who is worthy of praise.

Let us now lift up our voices as we sing together,


the song that has been provided for us in our worship bulletins:



Great is the Lord! 

