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THE SNARE OF FALSE WORSHIP
(Deuteronomy 12:29-32)

SUBJECT:  


F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:   
INTRODUCTION:


A.  Last time we considered a curious question: Is God a fun-hater? Is the Lord God opposed to happiness? Does he secretly despise joy? The skeptic H.L. Mencken defined Puritanism as:  “the haunting fear that someone, somewhere, may be happy.”  Is God like that?  And we answered with a resounding, “No!”  Our text from Deuteronomy was quite specific and clear:  
I. GOD COMMANDED FEASTING.


It was his idea! God tells us to enjoy his good gifts to us.  

II. GOD REQUIRES REJOICING.


Especially in our worship, but at all times we are to battle for joy, because God is so good to us and his promises are so rich.  

III. GOD HAS PROVIDED FOR OUR SALVATION.


He has provided the blood of his Son that we might be saved, he has commanded the tithe so that we could lay up for ourselves treasure in heaven, and he has given us pastors and teachers to keep us from our natural bent toward self-destructive sin.  

So we must be fully convinced that God is no fun-hater, but that he faithfully steers us away from the attractiveness of sin that may seem good at first but ends in the way of death.  


B.  And the reason why we must settle this fact in our own minds and continually be reminded of this truth is revealed in our text for this evening.  As Christians we constantly face the dangerous tendency to drift into false worship.  If we are not careful, we will naturally gravitate toward false worship.  And part of the enticement of this false worship is that it is more “fun.”  That’s why we must establish that the Lord God is no fun-hater, but rather he loves us and provides us with true joy, not giddy, frivolous slap-happiness or the artificial amusement of entertainment.  But rather, God’s way lead to fullness of joy.  

I. BEWARE THE DANGER OF PAGAN WORSHIP.


A.  First of all, what do we mean by “pagan worship?”  It is any worship that is not approved by God.  A good example of pagan worship would be the kind of entertainment worship we looked at this morning.  The focus of this entertainment worship is not God, but human beings, their likes and dislikes, their feeling and desires, and their worldly hopes and dreams.  Remember, there are two distinct issues being addressed in the first two commandments.  One is the sin of worshiping the wrong God.  That is mainly addressed by the first commandment.  But the second is the attempt to worship the one true God in the wrong way, and that is what is mainly in view in the second commandment.  Pagan worship is the attempt to worship God using the unapproved and condemned way of unbelievers.  


29  “When the LORD your God cuts off before you the nations whom you go in to dispossess, and you dispossess them and dwell in their land, 30  take care that you be not ensnared to follow them, after they have been destroyed before you, and that you do not inquire about their gods, saying, ‘How did these nations serve their gods?—that I also may do the same.’”


So you get the picture.  As God’s people take possession of the Promised Land, they will undoubtedly learn something about the former inhabitants.  They will encounter their shrines and holy places.  They may speak to some of the survivors who will inform them of their religious practices.  And God warns his people:  “Don’t do as they do.  Don’t become enchanted by their religious practices and try to bring them into you worship of me.”  


B.  Moses warns them:  “Don’t become ensnared by their practices.”  As a kid I used to do some trapping.  I subscribed to Fur, Fish, and Game magazine, and ran a small trapline in the fall and winters.  I never tried to use snares, but I learned a lot about them.  A snare was a piece of sturdy string or wire that was fashioned into a loop, a kind of noose.  The better ones had a hitch on them that only allowed them to go one way, tighter.  An animal would walk through the loop, get its head or paw struck in it, and couldn’t get away.  The more it struggled, the tighter it became until it strangled the creature.  It snare was attached to a stake or a heavy drag so the animal could not get very far.  But everything depended on the animal putting its head or paw into the snare, and once it did, you had it.  

Why would pagan worship be a snare to God’s Old Testament people?  It was against all good sense.  They had witnessed firsthand the Lord’s great power as he conquered the gods of Egypt.  They would see once again for themselves his victory as they vanquished the inhabitants of Canaan.  They would have unquestionable proof that the gods of the nations and their worship did not help them and was completely useless.  Why would there be any danger of God’s people becoming ensnared by pagan worship?


C.  The answer serves as a solemn warning to us.  They would and did become ensnared because of the sinful cravings of their own hearts.  God told them what pure worship was; he clearly delineated how he wanted them to worship him and what kind of devotion pleased him.  It was all spelled out for them in black and white.  And God was about to make them prosperous, rich, and free.  They would have it all in the Promised Land, a good land, flowing with milk and honey, living in cities they did not build, enjoying the fruit of vineyards and olive groves they did not plant.  But they would throw it all away, because pagan worship would seem more interesting, mysterious, or enticing to them.  That, my friends, is the spiritual insanity of sin, and be sure that same insanity still lurks in my heart and yours.  Do not discount the sinfulness of your own heart, or the folly of pagan worship will become a snare to you as well.  


D.  By the way, this pagan worship would ensnare them in the easy days, in the calm, after the battle was over and the victory has been secured.  “30  take care that you be not ensnared to follow them, after they have been destroyed before you….”   It is often in the times of ease that we are most vulnerable, when all is well.  It was in the easy days of mid-life, after his army had gone off to war, that a restless and bored King David spied his general’s lovely wife bathing on the rooftop, and his kingdom was undone.  We must be vigilant at all times and seek with God’s help to keep our spiritual fervor high.  Beware the danger of pagan worship.  Do not be ensnared by its allure.  

What’s more, we must…

II. BEHOLD THE DEGENERACY OF PAGAN WORSHIP.  


A.  One of the serious drawbacks of the entertainment church we considered this morning is that in order to continue to be entertaining, you must become more and more outrageous and outlandish.  The gimmicks must always become more and more clever.  When you set as your goal to meet the corrupt cravings of sinners for amusement, you are attempting to fill a bottomless pit.  

B.  People were made for God.  Sin fractured our connection with God, and as a result, we have been plunged into emptiness and misery.  God alone can satisfy the sinful human heart.  If we seek satisfaction in something else, or if we seek to substitute the pagan worship of amusement and entertainment, then the law of diminishing returns kicks in.  Do you know that the law of diminishing returns is? An exciting experience is not quite as exciting when it is repeated.  Your first kiss is more thrilling than your second, and so to get the same kick, you must go further.  The first time you use drugs you get the highest high.  The second time, you need more of the drug, or a more powerful drug.  After enough drug use, you cannot get the high back.  The “greatest show on earth” will not be quite as great the second time you see it.  Eventually, you will sleep through it.  And pagan worship, worship geared for the entertainment and amusement of the worshipper, will continue to degenerate into the ridiculous, the bizarre, and the disgraceful.  


“31  You shall not worship the LORD your God in that way, for every abominable thing that the LORD hates they have done for their gods, for they even burn their sons and their daughters in the fire to their gods.”  Did you ever wonder how the pagans ever got to the point where they were sacrificing their children as a part of their worship? My guess is that it did not begin there.  Nobody suggested out of the blue, “Hey, let’s burn our children alive in church tomorrow.”  Undoubtedly it took years and years to get to that point, when the same old debauched practices in worship failed to hold the crowd any longer.  Pagan/entertainment worship is like the limbo:  “How low can you go?” 

C.  Some time ago I told you about my in-laws visiting a large, big-box, entertainment church in a city on Father’s Day.  The main event that day in Sunday morning worship was the contest between two dads:  who could push a beach ball down the aisle and to the front of the stage first using a leaf blower.  Did you ever imagine that in your lifetime you would see the day when a popular church would be holding a leaf-blower/beach ball race during morning “worship”?  “How low can you go?”  I seriously doubt that we will ever get to the point of child sacrifice in worship services.  And yet, when parents seek to be amused in worship and send their children off to be amused in their own kinds of entertainment worship, isn’t that a form of sacrificing children for the sake of entertainment?  


Behold the degeneracy of pagan worship.  But most seriously, 

III. BEMOAN THE DISGRACE OF PAGAN WORSHIP.  


A.  God hates pagan worship.  It’s not just that it is silly or frivolous or insulting to intelligent people; God hates it.  “31 You shall not worship the LORD your God in that way, for every abominable thing that the LORD hates they have done for their gods, for they even burn their sons and their daughters in the fire to their gods.”  God hates this stuff, why? Because it reflects on him.  Pagan worship offered to God implies that God is like this, and that God likes this.  It is blasphemy.  And we should be sick to the heart about it.  It should cause us grief; we should weep that God’s honor is so slandered by this foolishness.  

Boring worship says that God is dull.  Fearful worship says that God is a tyrant.  Hypocritical worship says that God is easily duped, a fool.  And pagan, entertainment worship says that God is unworthy and irrelevant.  Entertainment worship says that God’s job is to keep us amused.  God is trivialized by pagan worship.  God is robbed of his glory and honor.  God help us to see what we are doing and repent of it. 

B.  And yet this pagan worship poses a terrible temptation for even faithful, biblical churches.  Let me give you an example.  Last Sunday we worshiped in my home church, a PCA, country church in Northwest Illinois.  This church has always been a faithful, vibrant powerhouse, but one of its weaknesses has been its pride.  Recently it went through a split, and also dismissed a couple of good pastors prematurely.  And now this church is starting to show some signs of decline, and it is literally surrounded on all sides by the various campuses of the entertainment church I told you about this morning.  


So the temptation is this:  in the face of this growing entertainment church, and your own decline (some would call it “pruning of dead wood”), do you stay the course with biblical worship, or do you try to incorporate some of the innovations of the entertainment church in order to attract the consumers? If you don’t use the gimmicks, you might continue to decline, and eventually close.  But if you do use the gimmicks then you start down the road of the entertainment church, and once you start, there’s no turning back.  

CONCLUSION


I’ve thought about it for a long time, and I will tell you what I believe it is.  In Romans 1:16, Paul declared that he was not “ashamed of the Gospel, for it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.”  So everywhere he went, and every time he ministered it was just the gospel and no gimmicks.  To use the gimmicks was really to be ashamed of the gospel and to believe that the gospel alone was not really the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes, but that the gospel must somehow be enhanced by the gimmicks.  
Pagan worship is ashamed of the gospel, and does not trust God to do his own work through it.  It relies so heavily upon the gimmicks that it eventually only provides the gimmicks.  And God is greatly dishonored when we refuse to trust him.  

32  “Everything that I command you, you shall be careful to do. You shall not add to it or take from it.
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