One of the unique things about the Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod is our reason for going to church.  If you ask the average Christian why they go, they will answer, “To worship God.”  And though that’s not a bad answer in and of itself, it’s most incomplete.  We go to church first and foremost to be served by God as He has promised to do in establishing the church.  Only then, do we respond with our worship of songs and prayers.  We don’t come to “do,” as much as we come to “receive.”  That’s why our services look different to many, and that’s why we call it “service” more often than “worship.”  God is serving us!  What an awesome God we have!! The primary place for our “worship” is Monday thru Saturday, as we live our lives for Him.  (Romans 12:1-3)

If the church were filled on Sunday morning with people who believed they “HAD” to be there, God would not be pleased.  Because that would mean that they were being motivated by His Law.  Not that His Law is bad, for He certainly has given us plenty of Law regarding this subject.  The third commandment, for starters, “Remember the Sabbath Day by keeping it holy.”  We teach in the Lutheran church that this means we should not despise (or stay away from) preaching and God’s Word, but hold it sacred and gladly hear and learn it.  That word “gladly” is the key.  


This is the hidden Gospel within the explanation of this Law.  Do we HAVE to go to church?  Absolutely not.  But our God wants us in church, so He has given us this direction and command in His Word.  Again, do we have to obey Him?  Absolutely not.  Adam chose to disobey God, so did Eve. Satan chose the same.  Many throughout history have proven that they don’t have to do anything they don’t want to do.  Or, to put it another way, they can do anything they want.  You and I have the same prerogative.  


There are a few other places God speaks about His desire(command)for us to be in church: Hebrews, chapter 10, verse 25: “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.”  


This “meeting together” is speaking about gathering for worship.  The writer has been inspired by the Holy Spirit to admonish us to “not give this up.”  We also find in Acts 2:42 God says, “They(believers) devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.”  Here we find God’s people “gladly” fellowshipping around God’s Word and Sacrament and prayer.  If we are motivated by the same Spirit, the results should be the same: a devotion.  


John too, gives us some words to consider: “He who belongs to God hears what God says.  The reason you do not hear is that you do not belong to God”(Jn.8:47).  The question now becomes not “Do I have to come to church?” But “Why is it again that I don’t want to be there?”  


Luke as well, gives us Christ’s Words: “He who listens to you listens to Me; he who rejects you rejects Me; but he who rejects Me rejects Him who sent Me”(Lk10:16).  


God has given His Word to people; simple people like you and me.  And in doing so, He desires to continue His service to us.  He didn’t just forgive us once and leave us.  He wants to remind us of his love by continuing to forgive us for the many sins we still commit.  He wants to keep us in faith so that we will be safe not only now, but for all eternity. 


That’s why He spoke such strong language regarding our responsibility to listen to His Word when it comes through His chosen people.  He calls men to deliver this Word on His behalf when we assemble together.   You see?  Christ is promising to be present in His Word.  He is the One speaking to you Sunday morning.  Sure, he’s using a sinful man to bring the message, but that’s just His way...and our privilege!!


Not only has this man called “Pastor” been handed God’s Word to proclaim on behalf of Christ and the congregation, but he has also been handed the awesome gift and responsibility of bestowing Christ’s very Body and Blood to fellow believers.  It’s a very unique way God has chosen to bestow upon us more forgiveness for our sins.  Can we ever have enough forgiveness, as sinful as we are!?


            Again, this is Christ’s way, and our privilege!  What a loving God to allow us to participate in His Work this way!  


What we’re hoping you understand by now is that when a person asks, “Do I have to go to church?” they not only misunderstand why the church was established, and  what it offers, but their question does not originate from faith.


The only reason God commands us to be in church is because our sinful nature is still battling to win us over and keep us away from His Word and Sacrament.  God’s motivation behind this command is one of love.  He desperately wants to continue to bless us with His forgiveness and therefore keep us in faith.  He went through the horrendous pain of sacrificing His Son for us, He doesn’t want to lose us to Satan now.  So this is the way that He has established to keep us as His children.  


To stay away is like telling God, “I don’t need Your help.  I can keep my faith all on my own.” or “My faith just isn’t that important to me anymore, God.  Sorry your Son had to suffer so much, but you can keep your forgiveness; I don’t need it.” And the irony in that is, faith never says such things, nor does it desire to disobey God.  



So, where faith is present, and that faith has been taught that God desires to feed it, it has a deep longing to be fed; only unbelief would keep that person away.  Their faith would always desire to come and be served by the Creator of their faith.  That’s why John records for us, “The reason you do not hear is that you do not belong to God.”  James too tells us that to hear but not do God’s Word, means we aren’t really hearing at all, and this makes our religion worthless. (James 1:22-26)


Do I have to go to church?  Absolutely not.  If I went because I had to, I’d be placing myself back under a law that Christ fulfilled perfectly for me.  Do I need to go?  Absolutely.  Does my faith make me desire to go?  Most definitely.  Because I know this is why He created the church, and that my Savior is there waiting to serve me, a lowly sinner, with the forgiveness of my sins. Thanks be to God!

If I was not nourished by God’s gifts of Word and Sacrament, and encouraged by Christ through the faith of fellow believers, I would surely succumb to Satan and his schemes.  “Lord, keep me clothed with Your full armor, that belt of truth, and Your breastplate of righteousness, the shield of faith, the helmet of salvation, and the Spirit’s Sword, Your holy Word.  Amen.” (Eph.6:10-17)
