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When I was here last month, I shared message called “What Are We Doing Here – Part 1.” If you 
noticed that the title of this sermon is “Part 3,” you might wonder, “What happened to Part 2?” 
 
Not to worry. You didn’t miss a part. Originally, I had planned on a 2-part message about What We Are 
Doing Here, which I would complete today. But after worship last month, Christine asked me if I had a 
part 3, and if I would be willing to come back and share that in May. After I thought about it a few days,  
I realized, yes there could easily be a part 3 to this series, and I’d be happy to come back in May. But 
then in the meantime, something else happened.  
 
The War in Ukraine.  
 
Sometimes, things happen in world that we can’t ignore, and we certainly can’t ignore on Sunday  
mornings, just because we already have something planned for that day. I remember very vividly sitting 
in my study on Tuesday, September 11, 2001. I was working on my sermon for the coming Sunday, 
when suddenly my secretary burst into my room and said, “You have to turn on the TV!” And for the  
next 5 hours we watched in horror as the second plane flew into the Twin Towers, and then the towers 
collapsed, and then we heard about the other planes. That Sunday, I had planned to preach on the 
“Abundance of God,” but I quickly realized I had to change my sermon, and instead we focused on 
God’s sovereignty in the midst of tragedy.  
 
For more than a month now, we’ve watched this war in Ukraine unfold on our TV screens and in our 
news feeds in disturbing detail, and with horrible consequence. And once again, it feels like watching  
9-11 again, except in slow motion, and not just for five hours, but for five weeks. But it’s not just the  
war in Ukraine. There are many things that happen in the world, in our nation, in our lives, maybe even 
in our church, that affect us deeply. And when we come to worship on Sunday mornings, we can’t just 
ignore them and sing about the sweet by and by.  
 
So, in spirit of my last message, let’s take a few minutes and talk to one another, about what else may 
be weighing on our hearts, minds this morning. Think about the last few months, or even the last few 
years. What are you worried about, or angry about, or frustrated by, or what is wearing on you or just 
wearing you out? Take a moment and name those things.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Here’s the question this raises for me: What are we doing here, on Sunday morning, as we gather in  
this sanctuary when the world is burning? Falling apart, broken, divided, hurting? What does what  
we’re doing in here, have to do with what’s going on out there? Or what’s going on inside of us?  
One answer to the question is that we gather here to encourage one another, and to be reminded of  

 



and comforted by eternal truths of God’s presence and faithfulness and sovereignty and purpose. In 
other words, we come here primarily for own sake, because we need it. And we need answers for how 
to cope with this world.  
 
Another answer is that we come here simply to honor God, to give God the praise and worship  
God deserves. It’s our answer to the old catechism question: “What is the chief end of man?”  
“To glorify God and enjoy him forever.”  
 
I believe those are both good and right answers. I also believe there’s more to it than that.  
 
There’s an old Jewish story – call it a myth or a legend or a parable – although some people believe it is 
true – that in every generation there are 36 righteous people in the world. And the existence of these 
Tzadikim Nistarim (which means “hidden righteous ones”) is the only thing that keeps God from 
destroying this world in his anger.i Well, I believe there may be 36 righteous ones, every time God’s 
people gather for worship.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the Scriptures, there is a section of the Psalms called “Psalms of Ascent”: Psalm 120 – 134. We read 
one of them, Psalm 122, earlier. If you open your Bible to that section, you’ll see that each one of them 
is labeled “A song of Ascents.” That’s not a header put there by the publisher of our English translation; 
it’s in original text of the Bible. These Psalms were meant to be sung on the way to worship. Jerusalem 
is literally a “city built on a hill” and when pilgrims came to Jerusalem for one of festivals, these were 
some of songs they sang on the ascent, on the uphill road to city. According to some traditions, Jewish 
priests also sang some of these Songs of Ascent as they walked up the steps to the temple in 
Jerusalem. 
 
As you read through these Psalms, you’ll see that what they brought with them is all the concerns  
of their lives: war and peace; personal enemies and national security; evil and injustice all  
around; sorrows and griefs; work and family and prosperity; their own sinfulness and pride; a  
desire for unity among God’s people and hope for the future. And as they sang, they prayed: 
 

In my distress I cry to the LORD, that he may answer me: 
“Deliver me, O LORD.” (Ps. 120:1-2a) 

 
I lift up my eyes to the hills— from where will my help come? 
My help comes from the LORD, who made heaven and earth. (Psalm 121:1-2) 

 
I was glad when they said to me, “Let us go to the house of the LORD!” 
Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: (Ps. 122:1, 6)  

 
If it had not been the LORD who was on our side —let Israel now say— 
if it had not been the LORD who was on our side, when our enemies attacked us,  
then they would have swallowed us up alive. (Ps. 124:1-3a) 

 
Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD. Lord, hear my voice! (Ps. 130:1-2a) 

 

Gathering for worship is one of the most important things 
we do in the face of the brokenness of the world around us. 
We don’t gather just for ourselves, but for the sake of the 
world. We don’t come to worship to escape from everything 
wrong with the world and in our lives, but – like Hebrew 
priests of old, who carried the sins of the people into the 
temple and up to the altar – we bring the brokenness of the 
world of the world before the Throne of Grace.  
 

 
 
GATHERING FOR WORSHIP IS ONE 
THE MOST IMPORTANT THINGS WE 
DO UB TGE FACE OF THE 
BROKENESS OF THE WORLD 
AROUND US. 

 



Come, bless the LORD, all you servants of the LORD. 
May the LORD, maker of heaven and earth, bless you from Zion. (Ps. 134:1,3) 

 
It may seem like the focus in these Psalms is still very personal. “Take care of us, of me, O God.” “Take 
care of Israel, Jerusalem, in midst of this hostile world.” But Jerusalem didn’t exist just for sake of Israel. 
In the vision of Isaiah, Jerusalem is the place to which the nations of world stream to receive instruction 
and learn the ways of the Lord. It is the place where the Lord will arbitrate between the nations, and 
where they will beat their swords into plowshares. In Isaiah, as Jesus reminded the temple goers of his 
day, the temple in Jerusalem is to be “A house of prayer for all peoples.”  
 
When these pilgrims and priests are going up to worship, and praying for the peace of Jerusalem, they 
are praying for peace of the world. They are praying for the sake of the world.  
 
So, when we read the invitation in book of Hebrews: Let us therefore approach the throne of grace 
with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need (Heb. 4:16), 
we are looking for mercy not just for ourselves, but for the world. We come before the throne of grace for 
help with not just our own needs, but for the needs of the world.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Through that lens, listen again to the second passage we read in Hebrews: 

Therefore, my friends, since we have confidence to enter the sanctuary by the blood of  
Jesus … and since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us approach with a  
true heart in full assurance of faith…. Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope  
without wavering, for he who has promised is faithful. And let us consider how to provoke  
one another to love and good deeds 

– and that “love” and those “good deeds,” may be a direct response to what is happening in Ukraine, or 
in our nation, or in one of families – 

not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some,  
– especially in in troubling times we need come into sanctuary to gather together before God – 

but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day approaching. 
– the day of God’s judgment, the day of God’s redemption, the day of Christ’s return.  
 
Coming before the throne of grace, for the sake of the world – That’s what we’re doing here. Let me 
close by suggesting a specific way to help us remember that. Next Sunday, just before you enter church, 
maybe will you’re still sitting in your car, pause for a few moments and ask yourself, “What am I carrying 
as I enter this place?” It may be your own personal burdens: financial worries about bills that are due, or 
a retirement account depleting to quickly, or unexpected expenses. It may be some feelings of guilt or 
shame from something you said or did in the past week. It may be health concerns, or discouragement 
about a family member. It may be one of the things you wrote in the box above. And think also about 
what’s happening in the world that you are concerned about. These days, there is so much, and the 
availability of 24/7 news brings it right before us. We can’t carry it all but let yourself be aware of what is 
weighing on you most in that moment.  
 
And then, don’t leave it in the parking lot. Bring it into church with you and offer it up to the Lord. Bring it 
all with you, and remember that all your fellow pilgrims, your fellow worshippers are bringing their 
concerns as well. There’s no need to pretend we’re all okay. We come as we are; we bring what we’re 

That’s what we are doing here when the world is burning. 
We hold the brokenness of the world before God. We cry out 
to God on behalf of ourselves, and on behalf of the world. 
We don’t gather just for ourselves, but for the sake of the 
world. We don’t come to worship to escape  
everything that is wrong with the world and in our lives, but 
to bring the brokenness of the world before the Throne of 
Grace.  
 
 

 

 
WE DON’T GATHER JUST FOR 
OURSELVES, BUT FOR THE SAKE 
OF THE WORLD, HOLDING THE 
BROKENESS OF THE WORLD 
BEFORE GOD. 

 



carrying, and we can be honest with each other and with the Lord about that. That’s what it means to 
“worship in spirit and in truth.”  
 
And now, let’s sing our own Song of Ascent, Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing, as we continue in 
worship.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ii 

 
i  

ii The inspiration for this medieval idea has its roots in the Bible. In Genesis 18, Abraham 

interceded for the people of Sodom, asking the Almighty if he would not spare the city if only, he 
found 50 righteous men there. The Lord agreed to this, whereupon Abraham argued God down to 
45, and then 40, and then 30, and even down to 20 and then to 10. Abraham’s debate with God 
makes a gracious point – for the sake of the few God might spare the many.…  
 
The origins of the legend may be with Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai, who lived in the Holy Land in the 
second century A.D., who in a biblical commentary declared that if certain men were alive in his 
own day, God would certainly not destroy the world. A century later, Abbaye, one of the sages of 
the Talmud, added his comment to Rabbi Shimon by adding that at all times, “there are never 
less than 36 men who greet the Shekhinah,” or the earthly presence of God. Abbaye based his 
judgment on Isaiah 30:18, which reads in part, “blessed are all those who wait for him.” The 
words “for him” in Hebrew are also “lamed vav” or the digits for 36, and so the number became 
fixed. 

  (“The Legend of the 36 righteous men,” Rev. Gregory Elder, in Redland Daily Facts, May  
19, 2012. https://www.redlandsdailyfacts.com/2012/05/19/the-legend-of-the-36-righteous- 
men/ 
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