Why Hold a Sunday Evening Worship Service?

We live in a busy and distracted society.  Our usual assumption is that we are more over-scheduled than previous generations. (Actually, perhaps our concept of “busy schedules” is misleading—we schedule more activities, but modern conveniences reduce our time spent on basic duties.  We stay busier today out of personal choice more than actual necessity.)  In the life of most congregations, modern distractions and allurements have precipitated and hastened a decline of Sunday evening services over the past forty years.  Even in our denomination, pastors whom I love have earnestly dissuaded me from holding Sunday evening services, citing the change in culture and the need to adjust to the times.  So, with that in mind, is holding Sunday evening worship just a vain pursuit? Why set up a Sunday evening worship service in competition with the prevailing cultural winds?

Let me say first of all that Redeemer Presbyterian Church is hopefully being established to the glory of God.  This is not about us, this is about Christ and the supremacy of His throne.  We want every street corner and field in the Texas Panhandle to ring with the praises of God.  We believe that historic Presbyterianism brings something fresh and unique to the ecclesiastical landscape in the Panhandle.  We are Presbyterians, and we think it a noble goal to establish a traditional Presbyterian congregation. 

Furthermore, we believe in the importance of the Lord’s Day as the Christian Sabbath.  We are to honor the fourth commandment concerning Sabbath observance just as we honor the other nine.  There is to be something distinct, something warm, something holy about the Lord’s Day.  

To go even further, we believe in the centrality of public worship in the life of Christian disciples.  There is something awe-inspiring about a public worship service.  There is a supernatural power at work when the Holy Spirit blesses a gathered assembly.  We are committed to public worship as an essential, not peripheral, pillar of historic Christianity.  Therefore, we are committed to reading the Bible, praying the Bible, singing the Bible, and preaching the Bible each and every Lord’s Day.

That ground being tilled, let me give you several reasons why I feel compelled to reestablish our Lord’s Day evening services.  I always want to make sure everyone has the opportunity to know what is going on in the life of our church, so here is some open communication on a few practical reasons for holding a Sunday evening worship service.  

By God’s grace, Lord’s Day evening worship will provide another option for the providentially hindered.   This is, at least in part, an act of love and accommodation (John 13:34, Ephesians 5:21).  There are legitimate reasons why people are unable to attend morning worship.  You might live a great geographical distance from your place of worship.  Children will get sick.  Employers will put you on the work schedule for a Sunday morning.  You may be employed in a line of work that must operate on Sunday for society to survive (hospitals, power plants, police, works of necessity and mercy).  Praise God, new babies will grace your home (! These things cannot be avoided.  Or, you might just travel back from vacation on Sunday morning.  The church would be neglectful if there were not some other option for people in all of these situations.  For example, every family has those mornings when half the family is down with sickness.  On those mornings, Dad can read the cues and say to Mom, “I’ll stay home with the children, you go worship this morning and we’ll switch this evening.”  Or you may be inviting someone to come to church, but they cannot come Sunday morning due to their work schedule at Luby’s (or wherever!).  Sunday evening provides another opportunity for disconnected friends and family to come worship with us.  
By God’s grace, Sunday evening worship will provide practical help for our Lord’s Day experience. Sabbath observance is a challenge for Christians in this distracted age.  Enjoyment of the Lord’s Day is certainly doable, however, and the church leadership can help people who are wrestling with how to keep the Sabbath.  How?  By framing the Lord’s Day with morning and evening worship.  Just this one simple move liberates good, earnest consciences from some plaguing questions about appropriate activities. (God has called us to freedom—Galatians 5:1)  Think about it—if you become convinced of the importance of the Lord’s Day, and there is an evening service, the question of evening activities is already settled.  It frees your schedule on Sunday to spend with your Lord, family, people in need, and fellow believers. 

By the anointing of the Holy Spirit, Lord’s Day evening worship will increase our joy.  Hardcore college football fans enjoy an entire day of gridiron battles on Saturday.  Of course!  Who would not love that live game-day atmosphere, those road trips to see classic defensive matchups and down-to-the-wire barnburners between our favorite teams?  In the same way, Christians delight in a day of public worship and fellowship of the saints!  The Psalmist says “I was glad when they said to me, ‘Let us go to the house of the Lord!’” (Psalm 122:1) The believer whose heart has been made new rejoices in the gathered praises of the Lord’s people!  God has laid out a spiritual feast for us, He has adopted us into a household where we mutually love one another with a pure heart—why would we want to be anywhere else?  The Christian feels empty when he or she cannot be in the public assembly.  The Christian says, “For a day in your courts is better than a thousand elsewhere.  I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God than dwell in the tents of wickedness.” (Psalm 84:10)  We ask the Lord to increase our joy by enriching our minds and hearts with His Word as we close the Lord’s Day.
By God’s grace, Lord’s Day evening worship will foster greater fellowship on Sunday mornings—(Romans 1:12, 15:32) Consider this: in a church plant, what do we do when we are finished with our worship materials?  We store them appropriately.  Good thing to do—it would not be a good witness for us to leave everything out for all the world to see!  Still, what are we not able to do if we are storing away worship materials?  We are not able to talk to each other.  Especially in congregations with a late start time, Christians might give a nod, hi and hello, but seldom truly visit after the service.  We certainly won’t take the time to talk to people whom we do not know—that would just take too much time.  If we wait to put the materials up until the evening, there is a greater opportunity for fellowship and conversation following the morning service.
By God’s grace, Lord’s Day evening worship will add a potential distinctive—who else is doing this? Very few congregations practice Sunday evening worship.  As I write this, I cannot think of more than 4-5 in the city of Amarillo who do so.  In fact, Saturday evening worship is far more common that Sunday evening.  Now, we don’t need to fire away at congregations who differ from us (2 Timothy 2:24-26).  So, how do we emphasize this distinctive of Redeemer Presbyterian Church without seeming holier-than-thou?  One thing we need to do for people in our city is explain our distinctives in a positive way.  We can warmly express to people that our church is different, not because we have it all figured out, but because of our love for God and each other.  You can be excited about the Lord’s work at Redeemer—that He is binding various people together who love God and each other so much it brings us back on Sunday evening!  In fact, with great feeling we can say, “where else would we want to be?”  This is an opportunity for you to express how much you love your Savior, His Word, and His Church.  
By the anointing of the Holy Spirit, Lord’s Day evening worship will provide a larger serving of the means of grace—We need public worship.  Where else will we receive the richness of God’s covenant blessings?  Why does the Psalmist long for the courts of the Lord?  The Christian loves gathered praise because there, the righteous flourish.  “The righteous flourish like the palm tree and grow like a cedar in Lebanon.  They are planted in the house of the Lord; they flourish in the courts of our God.” (Psalm 92:12-13)  Our Westminster Shorter Catechism states it this way: “The outward and ordinary means whereby Christ communicateth to us the benefits of redemption, are his ordinances, especially the word, sacraments, and prayer; all which are made effectual to the elect for salvation.” (WSC 88)  Jesus calls us to Himself and edifies His people through these simple, extraordinarily powerful means.  We are changed and challenged through these means, and we need as much exposure to them as possible.  Here, I find strength to fulfill my duties as a husband, father, Christian, and citizen.  We Christians are folk who hunger and thirst after righteousness.  The Lord’s Day is the day our Father calls the feast, and fills our cup to overflowing.  Oh, how we need this bread of heaven!  How rich is our Father’s provision!  How dare we turn down such an invitation, preferring to eat our fill from the vanity of this world?  God has given us six other days of the week for our pursuits, provided they serve His glory—how can I not devote this one day to fellowship with Him and His people?  
By the anointing of the Holy Spirit, Lord’s Day evening worship will help strengthen our spiritual life—American Christianity lacks spiritual backbone.  There is a generally low level of commitment to Biblical principles for faith and practice.  American Christians tend to be indecisive and non-committal when it comes to congregational life and beliefs.  We need the Holy Spirit to discipline us, to provide a splint for our broken spiritual lives.  We need Him to convict us of our apathy, indifference, and neglect. Then, we need this same Spirit to provide spiritual rehab through the regular application of God’s Word, morning and evening.  Christians who remain disciplined and consistent with morning and evening worship are generally more stable, decisive, warm, gracious, hospitable, and better equipped to handle the severe pain life throws their way.  Why?  Because when God’s grace has been poured out upon the assembly of worship, they have been there to receive it.  In a word, they’ve been dumped on!  Their hearts, minds, consciences and wills have been consistently saturated with God’s Word and close communion with God has strangely warmed their souls.  Their spiritual life has been strengthened, their hearts glow with love for other people, and they are honest and tough as nails in dealing with their own sin. “They still bear fruit in old age; they are ever full of sap and green” (Psalm 92:14)
By God’s grace, Lord’s Day evening worship will help us follow historical precedent.  We at Redeemer are part of a long line of Christians.  We are not trying to reinvent the wheel.  We love the historic Christian faith as expressed in traditional Presbyterianism.  Classic, historic Presbyterianism has been shaped by its Lord’s Day experience of morning and evening worship.  This was especially so prior to the industrial age, when travel was much more inconvenient than it is now.  If any people could plead the objection of inconvenience, it was the mass of Christians living 19 centuries before motorized transportation.  Yet, Christians worshipped God together on the Lord’s Day morning and evening with very little exception until the middle of the last century, when recreations and industrial work schedules began taking over the Sabbath.
By the anointing of the Holy Spirit, Lord’s Day evening worship will help us follow Biblical example.   This is not only part of our particular cultural experience—there is a Biblical rationale for gathered evening praise.  (Though our cultural experience in the West has been shaped by Biblical principles, as it is now shaping societies around the globe.)  Roland Barnes, pastor of Trinity Presbyterian Church in Statesboro, Georgia, has provided a Biblical rationale for evening worship.  I will simply refer you to his paper at http://www.tpcstatesboro.com/rationaleforeveningworship.htm.   He grounds his thorough explanation on the morning and evening sacrifices offered by the Israelites, as recorded in the Old Testament.  This was the natural order of things, commanded by the Lord, and the New Testament church followed that basic pattern.  I wholeheartedly commend Rev. Barnes’ excellent article to you.  

By God’s grace, Lord’s Day evening worship will enhance our public witness.  (Matthew 5:13-16, Philippians 2:15, 1 Thessalonians 1:6-8)  Far from saying we need to change our practice due to the changing of our times, I would say we need to uphold this historic, Biblical practice precisely because of the changing of our times!  Yes, the sands of our society are swiftly blowing away with the winds of infidelity, religious pluralism and moral relativism. Will the Lord’s Church allow these trends to determine her agenda?  Why will we not meet these challenges on their own ground and wield the sword of the Spirit under the banner of the Gospel?  Can any congregation of the Lord’s people sit back and watch this erosion as passive victims? Will we catch a ride with the latest trend in society, or take a stand for the old paths?  Christians are called to make a public witness, and gathering to worship on Lord’s Day evenings is one way we can make a positive statement for the Gospel, the sanctity of the Sabbath and the glory of God.
Some might ask, will this be a mandatory expectation of church members?  There are two answers to this question.  First, of course there will be times you are providentially unable to worship.  There are seasons in life when attendance is more difficult than others.  Noone will think less of you for these unavoidable circumstances.   Redeemer Presbyterian is hopefully being modeled after strong, steady, yet warm and gracious Christianity.  Christians hold fast to truth in faith and duty, but we don’t turn our nose down at people. We uphold respect and dignity for one another.  

The second answer is, noone can force someone else into spiritual life.  Personal faith in Jesus is commanded in the Bible.  That same Book commands personal and corporate holiness.  However, we cannot compel someone to make a profession of faith, nor can we cram someone into sanctification.  Of course, by now you know I believe that consistent morning and evening worship is essential for the molding of a full-orbed, warm-hearted, strong, steady, growing Christian.  I would highly recommend it for every Christian, just as I would recommend every red-blooded Texan eat ribeyes and turnip greens. 

I also believe, however, that growing in the faith cannot be forced.  Sanctification is something you choose to do under the quickening of the Holy Spirit.  Ribeyes and turnip greens are fine, but not if you don’t have a taste for them.  The Holy Spirit alone can give us a taste for spiritual things.  To put it simply, if you are able and want to be there, you’ll be there.  If not, you won’t.  We usually do what we want to do.  We should not complicate or cram the issue.  The Holy Spirit makes us willing to believe, repent and live for the glory of God.  Church leadership should not usurp the office of the Holy Spirit and force folks to desire communion with God.  That’s impossible to do, and it’s just not right.  Just as in the Gospel, the invitation is there.  You and anybody you know would always be welcome.  In the words of plain Texas friendly and gracious Southern hospitality, “Yall come!”        
