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There is nothing more 
invigorating and comforting 
to the heart of the child of 
God than a Spirit-led, Word-
centered contemplation of 
Jesus’ Name and all that it 
means and represents.  

John Newton put it well when he wrote, 
“How sweet the Name of Jesus sounds 
in the believers’ ear!”  A Spirit-led and 
Word-centered contemplation of His 
life, death and resurrection causes the 
heart of every child of God to break into 
praise.  He puts a new song in our hearts 
and causes us to sing of His glories and 
rejoice in His salvation.  The believer is 
weaned from the world and sin as He 
looks at the Lord Jesus and beholds Him 
in all His fullness and glory.  Here is how 
John Newton put it:

Weak is the effort of my heart,
And cold my warmest thought;

But when I see Thee as Thou art,
I’ll praise Thee as I ought.

Simply put, the believer is moved to 
worship as He fixes his gaze on the Lord 
Jesus Christ.  He sees the love of God the 
Father expressed to us in the humiliation 
of His Son - born a babe in the manger - 
suffering under Pontius Pilate - crucified 
- dead and buried.  But that’s not the end 
of the story!  The believer also sees the 
wonder and glory of God and His love 
in Christ as He is raised from the dead 
on the third day.  Hallelujah!  We serve 
and worship a Risen Lord!  And so we 
are moved to worship.  That is the right 
response!  No other response would make 
sense!

All hail the power of Jesus’ name!
Let angels prostrate fall;

Bring forth the royal diadem
And crown him Lord of all.

Bring forth the royal diadem
And crown him Lord of all.

That’s our focus in this issue - Christ 
- the Risen Christ!  We do not worship 
a dead Christ!  We worship the Living 
Christ.  He is alive forevermore!  He is 
the One Whom we are to worship.  He is 
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All hAil the power of 
Jesus’ nAme

160
I S S U E

3

5

10

17

26

28

31

36

ChrISt-CEntErEd
worShIp



4 5

by Rev. Dr. R. Scott Clark

The Situation
In our context, should someone approach 
their pastor to say, “I should like to talk 
with you about worship” that pastor 
elder is likely to groan inwardly because 
it has become like discussing politics 
or religion with relatives—painful 
and divisive.  Worship has become 
so controversial in our time that it is 
sometimes easy to forget what worship 
is, giving to the living, holy, merciful 
triune God the praise and thanks due to 
his name, for his glory, according to his 
revealed Word. 

Worship matters because it is an 
intensely personal and affecting 
business. In worship the living God 
speaks to us in his Word, he seals his 
gospel promises to us in his sacraments, 
and we respond with divinely ordained 
words of thanks and praise. In worship 
we grow in grace and holiness. The 
church has long known this truth. This is 
why the medieval church said, “the law 
of praying is the law of believing.” They 
knew that practice of worship shapes 
believers. In the words of Greg Beale, 

we become what we worship.” Thus, it 
is essential for the church to recover 
a biblical and historically Reformed 
understanding of worship. 

The Standard
From a historical perspective it might 
be a little puzzling that Reformed 
Christians are unsettled and uncertain 
about worship. After all, early on in 
the sixteenth century the Reformed 
reached a consensus about the principle 
by which worship services would be 
organized and they were fairly vigorous 
about implementing that principle. It is 
articulated clearly in the Westminster 
Confession of Faith (21.1):

  the acceptable way of worshiping 
the true God is instituted by himself, 
and so limited by his own revealed 
will, that he may not be worshiped 
according to the imaginations and 
devices of men, or the suggestions 
of Satan, under any visible 
representation, or any other way not 
prescribed in the Holy Scripture.

fEatUrEd artIClE
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to be at the very heart and center of all 
of our worship activities privately and 
corporately.  Christ-centered worship 
is the only kind of worship that is 
acceptable to the God the Father. “For 
Christ also suffered once for sins, the 
righteous for the unrighteous, that He 
might bring us to God, being put to death 
in the flesh but made alive in the spirit” 
(1 Peter 3:18, italics added for emphasis).  

Thank God we have this Jesus for our 
Great High Priest!  He knows and 
understands all of our weaknesses and 
temptations.  For this very reason, the 
Scriptures exhort all believers to make 
it their regular practice to draw near to 
God’s throne of grace through this Jesus.  
Hebrews 4:14-16 reads,  

     Since then we have a great high priest 
who has passed through the heavens, 
Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast 
to our confession.  For we do not have a 
high priest who is unable to sympathize 
with our weaknesses, but one who in 
every respect has been tempted as we 
are, yet without sin.  Let us then with 
confidence draw near to the throne  
of grace, that we may receive mercy 
and find grace to help in time of need.

This is the Christ Whom we will worship 
for all eternity in the glorious Presence 
of our great, and gracious God!  When 
this life is over, we and all who are His, 
will join the heavenly hosts in praise 

and adoration to this Christ, “the Lamb 
of God who takes away the sins of the 
world” (John 1:29).  There, we will truly 
make a “joyful noise to the Lord” (Psalm 
100:1) as we sing this new song alongside 
the heavenly hosts with perfect pitch and 
melodious voices to His praise:

Worthy are You, our Lord and God, to 
receive glory and honor and power, for 

You created all things, and by Your will 
they existed and were created...Worthy 

are You to take the scroll and to open its 
seals, for You were slain, and by Your 

blood You ransomed people for God from 
every tribe and language and people 

and nation, and You have made them a 
kingdom and priests to our God, and they 

shall reign on the earth 
(Revelation 4:11; 5:9-10).

I can’t wait for that day to come!  
MARANATHA!  Let’s get busy 
worshipping the Lord as we wait for His 
return.

O seed of Israel’s chose race,
Now ransomed from the fall,

Hail him who saves you by his grace
And crown him Lord of all.

Hail him who saves you by his grace
And crown him Lord of all.

Let every kindred, every tribe
On this terrestrial ball

To him all majesty ascribe
And crown him Lord of all.
To him all majesty ascribe
And crown him Lord of all.

All hAil the power of Jesus’ nAme
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We recognize that there are difficult 
passages in Scripture but what must 
be known can be known because it 
is “clearly propounded.” That clarity 
extends to the principle and practice of 
Christian worship.

The principle and practice of worship was 
to clear the Reformed churches for about 
two centuries but today many of services 
would be unrecognizable to those who 
framed our confessions and wrote the 
earliest accounts of our theology, piety, 
and practice. What happened?

The Subject
The full story of how worship was 
gradually remodeled in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries would take us 
well beyond the scope of this brief essay 
but suffice it to say that we lost track 
of our principle. The historical evidence 
suggests that we gave in to the spirit of 

the age, to enthusiasm, to pragmatism 
and by the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, when the church 
found herself in a fight for her life with 
theological liberalism, the teaching of 
WCF 21 was obscured by the fog of war.  
In the post-war period, if that is indeed 
where we are, it is time to take stock, 
bandage our wounds, and to torture the 
metaphor, to read our orders again. 

Another reason the discussion over the 
principle and practice of public worship 
is controversial is that the cultural 
situation in which we are conducting the 
discussion has changed dramatically. As 
late as the 1950s there was, in the post-
war West, a consensus that there is such 
a thing as objective truth. Today, that 
consensus has all but disappeared. Over 
the last generation any idea of objective 
truth has been replaced, particularly 
among the so-called Millennial 

All the Reformed communions across 
Europe and the British Isles from 
the 1520s forward agreed with this 
way of articulating the principle of 
worship. Thus, when the Westminster 
Divines began meeting, despite their 
disagreements over church polity and 
even resistance from a small minority 
to the widely held doctrine of the 
imputation of the active obedience of 
Christ, one thing on which they all 
agreed almost immediately was this 
statement of the principle by which 
Christian worship services should be 
organized.

Behind this agreement lay other 
convictions. The first of these 
supporting convictions was the doctrine 
that Scripture is the sole, unique 
authoritative revelation of God’s 
saving and moral will. Gradually, over 
more than a millennium, in response 
to heresies, the Western church had 
marginalized the unique authority of 
Scripture. Where some heretics had 
claimed secret knowledge and put 
forward erroneous interpretations of 
Scripture, the medieval church had 
taken to asserting that the Scriptures 
could only be properly interpreted by 
the church and further that the church 
did so not on the basis of the essential 
clarity of Scripture but on the basis of 
a secret, unwritten tradition from the 
apostles. Eventually, in response to the 
Reformation, the Roman communion 
would assert the Roman church does 
more than merely interpret Scripture: 

she is the mother of Scripture. In effect, 
Scripture was no longer the master but 
now the servant of the church. Further, 
against the Reformers, Rome asserted 
that Scripture is not essentially clear.

At the outset of the Reformation, the 
Protestants made two responses. First, 
they asserted the unique authority of 
Scripture. The church did not give birth 
to Scripture. Rather, they said, the Word 
is always the source of the church. After 
all, Scripture says, “In the beginning 
God” (Gen 1:1) and “God said...and it 
was” (Gen 1:3). His Word is creative. It 
is through the Word that the church is 
constituted. The Word said, “I will build 
my church” (Matt 16;18) and “Lo, I will 
be with you always” (Matt 28:20) The 
church is a servant, a minister, not the 
master or Creator. 

Second, they argued that God’s Word 
is, by divine intention and supervision, 
essentially and sufficiently clear. Again, 
the Westminster Confession captures the 
spirit of sola Scriptura perfectly (1.7):
All things in Scripture are not alike plain 
in themselves, nor alike clear unto all: 

  yet those things which are necessary 
to be known, believed, and observed 
for salvation, are so clearly 
propounded, and opened in some 
place of Scripture or other, that not 
only the learned, but the unlearned, in 
a due use of the ordinary means, may 
attain unto a sufficient understanding 
of them.

worship mAtters
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who worship him must worship in 
spirit and truth (John 4:23–24; ESV).

Frequently this passage is interpreted as 
if Our Lord side-stepped her question. He 
did not. They agreed that the Father is 
the proper recipient of worship but he did 
answer her question about where. When 
our Lord said, “spirit and truth” in v. 24 
he was not referring to abstractions but 
to persons. When Jesus spoke to her of 
the Father (v. 23) he put the question in 
Trinitarian terms. The God we worship 
is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. When 
he mentions the “spirit,” the immediate 
reference is not to our intent but to 
the Holy Spirit. When he says, “truth,” 
the immediate reference is not to true 
statements but rather to himself as the 
Truth. He is, after all, “the Way, the 
Truth, and the Life” and no one comes 
to the Father except through him (John 
14:6).  Jesus was answering the woman’s 
question but he was answering it in a 
way she did not anticipate. 

When we are worshipping the true God 
truly, according to his Word, in faith, in 
new life, in union with Christ, we are 
worshipping him in the Holy Spirit and 
in the Truth, in Christ our Savior. The 
Spirit is empowering our worship (Rom 
8:26). In other words, though we are 
involved and consciously making choices, 
through which God is pleased to work, 
we are not the final authority. God is 
because he is not only operating through 
our worship to accomplish his purposes 
but it is he whom we worship and the 
king always determines how he will be 
approached and by whom.

Just as there is an objective place for 
worship (in Christ and in the Spirit), 
there is also an objective principle on 
which public worship services should be 
planned and conducted: the acceptable 
way of approaching God in worship is 
instituted by God and limited by his 
will. We may do in worship only what he 
has commanded. This principle pushes 
back to Scripture. What has God said? 
Scripture is clear. He has given us 
eyes to read it and the Spirit to help us 
understand it and confessions to guide 
us. We had a consensus. It’s true that we 
lost our way for a time but all is not lost. 
We are still the church. Christ is still 
our Savior. His Word is still sovereign. 
Worship can be done in the way that 
he has commanded, it must be done, 
because worship matters.

The Rev. Dr. R. Scott Clark is Professor of 

Church History and Historical Theology at 

Westminster Seminary California, where he 

also hosts the seminary’s broadcast, Office 

Hours (http://wscal.edu/officehours). He is 

a minister in the United Reformed Churches 

in North America and attends the Escondido 
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generation (aged 18–34) with the notion 
that truth is entirely subjective, that 
there is “your truth” and “my truth” but 
not truth that we can all know in roughly 
the same way, at the same time. 

The loss of confidence in the existence of 
truth has caused many folk to become 
suspicious about truth claims. The logic 
is simple. If we all know there is no 
objective truth and if someone claims 
that his view is true and yours is false, 
then that person is either mad or seeking 
to impose his will on us. To the degree 
this view of truth has infiltrated into the 
church, to the same degree the various 
parties are unable to talk with one 
another about what worship is and how 
it ought to be conducted. The whole thing 
devolves into an argument about “styles” 
and “preferences” when it ought be about 
a principle and the practice that flows 
from the principle.

Starting Over
When we gather for worship, we do so as 
the redeemed people of God. This is as it 
should be and as it has always been. The 
Lord delivered us out of Egypt in order 

to worship him at the mountain (Exod 
7:16). We were redeemed in order to 
worship. When we gather we do so also 
in light of eternity. The Revelation gives 
us snapshots of glory and those pictures, 
which make liberal use of imagery from 
the old covenant, all show the church at 
worship.

Worship matters because both its object 
and its subject is God. Typically, when 
discuss worship we speak or write about 
what “we” do. “In our service we sing 
this.” As a matter of experience, that is 
true but it is only partly so. According 
to Our Lord, in his dialogue with the 
woman at the well, the triune God, who 
has revealed himself and his will to 
us, is both the recipient of worship and 
its source. As a sort of dodge, she tried 
to divert Jesus away from her sins by 
raising a controversial matter between 
Jews and Samarians. Our Lord replied, 

  ...the hour is coming, and is now here, 
when the true worshipers will worship 
the Father in spirit and truth, for 
the Father is seeking such people to 
worship him. God is spirit, and those 

worship mAtters
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by John Piper

I want to try this morning to create a 
consciousness in our church that worship 
is an end in itself. I want us to have this 
conviction: that worship should never 
be pursued as a means to achieving 
something other than worship. Worship 
is never a step on our way up to any 
other experience. It is not a door through 
which we pass to get anywhere. It is the 
end point, the goal.

I remember one night in my room in 
Saint Hall at Wheaton College my senior 
year. I was struggling with what should 
motivate me to try to win people to 
Christ. I asked myself, “What’s the goal 
of winning people to faith in Christ?” 
And I answered, uncomfortably, “So that 
they can help win others.” But then I 
translated that purpose into an actual 
witnessing experience. Suppose a person 
asks me: “Why do you want me to become 
a Christian?” And I say, “So you can win 
others.” Won’t a thoughtful person look 

The Uniqueness of Worship as an 
End in Itself

From that point on, all my thinking 
about the church revolved around 
the uniqueness of worship. Of all the 
activities in the church, only one is 
an end in itself: worship. Horizontal 
fellowship among believers is not an 
end in itself. Fellowship in Scripture 
is considered to be very largely for 
the purpose of encouraging faith and 
stirring up love: “Let us consider how 
to stir up one another to love and good 
works, not neglecting to meet together 
as is the habit of some, but encouraging 
one another all the more as you see the 
Day drawing near.” It is right to seek 
fellowship specifically with the aim of 
being encouraged in faith and stirred 
up to love. But even though a genuine 
experience of worship can produce those 
same results (of stronger faith and 
zeal to love), yet the genuineness and 
authenticity of our worship is threatened 

at me and say, “Well now, that’s strange. 
You mean the goal of your religion is to 
recruit people to recruit other people to 
recruit other people, on and on? Where’s 
the substance? Where’s the content?” 
I remember how miserable I felt as I 
realized how empty and mechanical 
my life with Christ had become. I could 
never have suggested such an empty 
answer to, “Why evangelize?” if my own 
life or worship had been a real end in 
itself. Of course the purpose for winning 
people to Christ is not that they might 
win others. It’s that they might bring 
honor to God in worship and that they 
might experience the joy of trusting God’s 
mercy. We do not recruit people to recruit 
others. We recruit people for God! The 
content, the substance, the life, the goal, 
the end is God and the joyful experience 
of ascribing glory to him. Evangelism is 
not an end in itself. Worship is an end in 
itself.

if we treat it as a means to some other 
experience.

So fellowship is not an end in itself, 
and the same can be said of all other 
ministries in the church. Christian 
education is not an end in itself, because 
knowing is not an end in itself. We seek 
to know God so that we might be moved 
to hope in God. The aim of Christian 
education is stated in Psalm 78:5–7: 
“God established a testimony in Jacob 
and appointed a law in Israel, which he 
commanded our fathers to teach to their 
children, that the next generation might 
know them, the children yet unborn, and 
arise and tell them to their children so 
that they should set their hope in God.” 
The Bible does not present knowledge for 
its own sake, but rather for the kindling 
of faith and hope in God. As Romans 15:4 
says, “Whatever was written in former 
days was written for our instruction, 
that by steadfastness and by the 
encouragement of the scripture we might 

fEatUrEd artIClE
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have hope.” Education is not an end in 
itself.

Nor is financial stewardship an end in 
itself. We would be very upset if our 
money were ceremonially burned after 
the collection. We expect it to be a means 
to the sending of missionaries, the care 
of the distressed, the preservation of our 
meeting place. And so on, down the line, 
the same point could be made about all 
the things we do as believers. They are 
not ends in themselves. Only worship 
is an end in itself. Only worship should 
not be done as a means to achieving 
something other than itself.

But now a question arises. Are not 
the communion of saints in fellowship 
and the dissemination of Christian 
knowledge in preaching and the giving 
of tithes and offerings—are not all these 
parts of our worship services? How can 
you say that none of these is an end in 
itself and yet have them as integral parts 
of our worship which is an end in itself? 
That’s a good question, and to answer it 
we need to examine now what worship 
is. We will begin with the morning text, 
Matthew 15:8, 9.

True Worship: An Affair of the Heart

Jesus quotes from Isaiah 29:13 in order 
to express the root problem with the 
Pharisees’ way of life. “This people 
honors me with their lips, but their heart 
is far from me. In vain do they worship 

me, teaching as doctrines the precepts 
of men.” The first thing I want us to see 
from these two verses is that the parallel 
between “this people honors me” in verse 
8 and “they worship me” in verse 9 shows 
that at the essence of all worship is the 
act of honoring God. That does not mean 
making God honorable. We don’t improve 
upon God in the least when we worship 
him. Honoring God means recognizing 
his honor, feeling the worth of it, and 
ascribing it to him in all the ways 
appropriate to his character. “Honor 
and majesty are before him, strength 
and beauty are in his sanctuary. Ascribe 
to the Lord, O families of the peoples, 
ascribe to the Lord glory and strength! 
Ascribe to the Lord the glory due his 
name” (Psalm 96:6–8). That is the first 
thing I want us to see: that worship 
involves an act of reflecting back to God 
in praise the glories emanating from his 
presence.

The second thing I want us to see in 
Matthew 15:8, 9 is that worship can be 
thought of in two different ways. When 
God says, “In vain do they worship me,” 
or, “with their lips they honor me,” he 
implies that worship can be thought 
of as a series of acts or words that 
are performed in obedience to biblical 
commands or liturgical tradition. 
Worship throughout biblical history 
always involved action. The main word 
for worship in biblical Hebrew means 
“to bow down.” Worship was performed 
in bowing, lifting the hands, kneeling, 

singing, praying, reciting Scripture, etc. 
All this can be called worship. But all 
this can also be done when the heart is 
far from God.

We all know this sort of experience 
in our ordinary life. One man retires 
from the firm loved by all, respected by 
his colleagues, admired by the junior 
executives. When the party is given 
to honor him, everyone knows that 
the handshakes, and speeches, and 
congratulations, and gold watch are 
sincere. They come from the heart. But 
then a few years later old Grumble-Full 
retires, and out of duty the party is given 
with the same handshakes and speeches 
and gold watch, but everyone knows this 
time that honor was paid with the lips, 
but the heart was far away. Or haven’t 
you sat through a school talent show and 
observed how some applause comes from 
internal appreciation, but other applause 
comes from external expectation.
Those two different experiences 
correspond to two different senses in 
which we use the word “worship.” The 
one is a series of activities performed 
by the body and mind. The other is 
an experience of the heart which may 
or may not find outward expression. 
It seems clear to me that when the 
Bible commands us to worship, it is 
not commanding us to honor God with 
our lips while our heart is far from 
him. When David says, “Ascribe to the 
Lord the glory of his name, worship the 
Lord in the beauty of holiness” (Psalm 
29:2), and when Jesus says, “Thou shalt 
worship the Lord thy God and him 
only shalt thou serve (Matthew 4:10), 

and when the angel says to John in 
Revelation 19:10, “Don’t worship me; 
worship God,” we can be sure that they 
did not mean perform liturgical acts 
regardless of your heart’s condition. In 
those commands worship refers to an 
experience of the heart that is anything 
but far from God. This is the second 
meaning of worship implied in our text, 
and this is the worship I have in mind 
when I say worship is an end in itself.

Now what is this experience of the heart 
like? We’ve seen already that it is more 
than action; it is more than kneeling 
and praying and singing and sitting and 
reciting Scripture and eating the Lord’s 
Supper. But it is also more than willing. 
Genuine worship is never a mere act of 
will-power. All those activities of worship 
require the exertion of our will. But they 
do not become genuine worship by virtue 
of that. When God says, “Their heart 
is far from me,” he does not mean they 
don’t have the will power to go through 
the motions. Sure they do. But their 
heart is still far away from God. The 
reason is that the drawing near of the 
heart to God means the coming alive of 
our feelings for God. Worship is an affair 
of the heart. It is an affair of feeling and 
of emotion.

The Feelings That Are the Substance 
of Worship

I feel right now in an almost impossible 
pastoral position. What I want to say can 
be so easily categorized and dispensed 
with as emotionalism on the one hand 
or dead decency on the other, depending 

worship is An end in itself
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on your personality and experience. We 
live in a peculiar time. On the one hand, 
fascination with feelings is rampant. 
Psychology is the science of our era. Book 
after book helps us analyze our emotions 
and cope with their ups and downs. On 
the other hand, there is a widespread 
suspicion of emotion and embarrassment 
about expressing feelings, especially in 
the mainline churches (like ours). In 
response to this situation I want to say, 
first, that genuine worship is based on 
the mind’s perception of historical and 
biblical truth. It has solid intellectual 
content. It is not the frenzied emotional 
product of manipulation or gimmickry. 
But that is not our problem. We are not 
in danger of emotionalism. Far from it. 
Our problem—and not ours only, but the 
problem of our Conference and of most 
evangelicals nationwide—is that we 
do not realize that there is no genuine 
worship where feelings for God are not 
quickened. There is not true worship 
where the heart is far from God. But 
the heart’s approach to God happens in 
the quickening of our feelings for God. 
Therefore, where feelings are dead, so is 
worship.

Now let’s be specific. What are these 
feelings that make the outward acts of 
worship authentic? What are the feelings 
toward God that turn learned forms into 
genuine worship? For a sampling of the 
extraordinary, rich emotional responses 
in worship, we do best to look into the 
world’s richest book of worship, the book 

of Psalms. Some of the highest worship 
begins with the feeling of brokenness and 
contrition and grief for sin.
“The sacrifice acceptable to God is a 
broken spirit; a broken and contrite 
heart, O God, thou wilt not despise” 
(Psalm 51:17). “I confess my iniquity; 
I am sorry for my sin”(Psalm 38:18). 
Mingled with the feeling of genuine 
contrition is the feeling of longing or 
desire. “As a hart longs for the flowing 
streams, so longs my soul for thee, O 
God. My soul thirsts for God, for the 
living God” (Psalm 42:1, 2). “Whom 
have I in heaven but thee? And there is 
nothing on earth that I desire besides 
thee. My flesh and my heart may fail, 
but God is the strength of my heart and 
my portion forever” (Psalm 73:25, 26). 
Also mingled with our sense of sin and 
our longing for his mercy is the feeling 
of fear and awe before the holiness 
and magnitude of God. “I will worship 
toward thy holy temple in the fear of 
thee” (Psalm 5:7). “Let all the earth 
fear the Lord, let all the inhabitants of 
the world stand in awe of him” (Psalm 
33:8). And as he approaches, forgiving 
all our iniquity, crowning us with 
honor, satisfying us with good (Psalm 
103:3–5), our hearts well up with the 
feeling of gratitude. “Enter his gates with 
thanksgiving and his courts with praise! 
Give thanks to him, and bless his name!” 
(Psalm 100:4). And mingled with our 
gratitude are the feelings of joy and hope. 
“Be glad in the Lord, and rejoice, and 
shout for joy, all you upright in heart” 

(Psalm 32:11). “Why are you downcast, 
O my soul, and why are you disquieted 
within me? Hope in God; for I shall again 
praise him, my help and my God” (Psalm 
42:5).

These are examples of some of the 
feelings that come from God and move 
us to God in genuine worship: contrition, 
sorrow, longing, desire, fear, awe, 
gratitude, joy, hope. When these feelings 
are quickened, the heart is no longer 
far from God. Worship is no longer lip-
service. It is genuine and authentic.

Feelings Are Not Stepping Stones to 
Another End

And now perhaps, coming full circle, it is 
clearer why I must say true worship is an 
end in itself. If that which turns habitual 
forms into true worship is the quickening 
of these feelings in the heart, then true 
worship cannot be performed as a means 
to some other experience. Feelings are 
not like that. Genuine feelings cannot 
be manufactured as stepping stones to 
something else. If the telephone rings 
and the voice on the other end says, 
“Johnny, this is Bob, good buddy; your 
mother and dad were in a serious bus 
accident. Your mom didn’t make it, and 
your dad is hurt bad,” you don’t sit down 
and say, “Now to what end shall I feel 
grief? What can I accomplish if I cry for 
the next half-hour?” The feeling of grief is 
an end in itself. It is not performed as a 
means to anything.

If you have been floating on a raft 
without water for three days after a 

shipwreck on the sea, and there appears 
a speck of land on the horizon, you don’t 
say, “Now to what end shall I feel desire 
for that land?” Even though the longing 
in your heart may give you the power to 
get there, you do not perform longing in 
order to get there. The longing sweeps 
into you from the value of the water that 
is on that land. Even though longing 
is always for something we do not yet 
have, nevertheless it is not an artificial 
concoction of the will; it is not planned 
and performed as a means to getting 
what we desire. It rises spontaneously 
in the heart and as a feeling is an end in 
itself.

If you are camping in the Boundary 
Waters and awaken to the sound of 
snorting outside your tent, and then 
see in the moonlight the silhouette of 
a huge bear coming toward your tent, 
you do not say, “Now to what end shall I 
feel fear?” You do not calculate the good 
ends to which fear can be a means, and 
then perform the act to accomplish those 
ends. When you stand at the edge of the 
Grand Canyon and watch the setting 
sun send the darkness down through the 
geological layers of time, you don’t say, 
“Now to what end shall I feel awe before 
this beauty?” It is an end in itself. When 
a little child on Christmas morning 
opens his first gift and finds his “most 
favoritest” rocket he has wanted for 
months, he does not think, “Now to what 
end shall I feel happy and thankful?” 
And when that little boy enters 
kindergarten and starts getting picked 
on by some second graders, but then his 
big third-grade brother comes over and 
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stands beside him, he doesn’t decide to 
have confidence and hope swell up in 
his heart. They just do. They are not an 
act performed as a means to some other 
end. And so it is with all genuine emotion 
(i.e., emotion springing from appropriate 
causes) and, therefore, all true worship. 
Worship is an end in itself; because God 
is the voice on the phone. God is the 
island on the horizon. God is the bear. 
God is the setting sun. God is the “most 
favoritest” rocket. God is the big brother.

Authentic Worship and Worship 
Services

And now to go back and pick up 
our earlier question: if fellowship, 
preaching, and giving of offerings are 
not ends in themselves, why are they 
integral parts of our worship service, 
since worship is an end in itself? The 
answer is this: what makes a worship 
service authentic and genuine and 
pleasing to God is the quickening of our 
hearts with appropriate emotions. But 
this quickening does not happen in a 
vacuum. On the one side, it is caused 
by true perceptions of God’s manifold 
glories. And so there must be substantial 
theological content in the service: in the 
lyrics of our hymns, in the prayers, in the 
Scripture, the sermon. And right here is 
where the communion of the saints plays 
a crucial role. A heart-quickening truth 
may be heard from a hymn but perceived 
with power when seen in the face of a 
sister or a brother across the room. So 

on the one side, there are elements of 
a worship service which are necessary 
in order to help the heart perceive the 
life-quickening reality of God. On the 
other side, the heart quickened with 
feeling for God must often express itself. 
And, therefore, our worship service 
must include vehicles of that expression: 
opportunities to give, sing, recite, pray, 
and probably a good bit more that we 
have never tried.

In conclusion, by way of summary, Jesus 
said, “This people honors me with their 
lips, but their heart is far from me.” 
Therefore, even though worship can 
refer to a form of activity in which the 
heart is distant, yet true worship which 
delights God is the drawing near of the 
heart to God, or, to put it another way, 
the quickening of the heart with genuine 
feelings in response to God’s glory. Such 
feelings are never performances of will 
power calculated to accomplish other 
ends. They are ends in themselves. 
Therefore, since they constitute the 
heart of genuine worship, worship is an 
end in itself. And our Sunday morning 
service is unique in its focus on God who 
is greatly honored in such worship. And 
it is for his name’s sake that I ask you 
all very earnestly to take time Saturday 
night and Sunday morning to prepare 
yourselves to meet him here, praying 
with the psalmist, “Open my eyes that 
I might behold wondrous things in your 
word” (Palm. 119:18). And: “Unite my 
heart to fear thy name” (Psalm 86:11).

©2013 Desiring God Foundation. Used by 
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by Dr. Robert Godfrey

Worship Wars

You may have heard the story of two men 
debating issues of worship. They had quite 
different ideas on the subject and were 
unable to persuade one another. At the 
end of the frustrating discussion one of the 
men said to the other, “Well, you worship 
God in your way, and I will worship him 
in his.”

We may smile at that comment, but we 
need to remember how varied are the 
forms of worship that churches have 
practiced and how vehement debate over 
worship sometimes has been. The debate 
over the use of icons in the eighth and 
ninth centuries led to violence in the 
Eastern church. Differences over worship 
in the sixteenth century were part of what 
divided Protestant from Roman Catholic 
Christianity, a division that continues to 
our day.

Among contemporary Protestants we find 
significant differences in worship. Some 
forms of worship are filled with formal 

ceremony and ritual, while others are 
very casual and informal. Some are noisy 
and boisterous, while others are quiet 
and contemplative. Some take place in 
beautiful cathedrals, while others occur 
in warehouses or fields. In the midst of 
such diversity Christians sometimes ask if 
worship is simply a matter of taste. Are all 
forms of worship equally pleasing to God 
as long as the worshipers are sincere? Or 
are some ways of worship acceptable and 
others not?

The question of what pleases God in 
worship comes with special urgency 
in our time...some congregations and 
denominations have experienced serious 
conflicts over worship. Churches have 
split and individuals have moved from 
congregation to congregation, all over 
different views of worship.

Some of the differences over worship 
seem rather superficial though they may 
generate heated debates.
 •  Should we use a songbook or an 

overhead projector?
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 •  Should we sit on pews or folding 
chairs?

More serious differences have led to what 
some have called the “worship wars” of 
our time.
 • What style of music should we use?
 •  What kind of instruments should we 

play?
 • How should we pray?
 •  What kind of preaching is 

appropriate?

Often these differences rest on the 
question of whether services should be 
oriented to the unchurched visitor or the 
faithful church member.

Differences over worship can also 
reflect quite different theologies 
and methodologies in the Christian 
community. For that reason the Alliance 
of Confessing Evangelicals briefly 
addressed the issue of worship in its 
Cambridge Declaration. The Declaration 
stated as its basic concern: 
“Evangelical churches today are 
increasingly dominated by the spirit of this 
age rather than by the Spirit of Christ. As 
evangelicals, we call ourselves to repent 
of this sin and to recover the historic 
Christian faith.”

The Declaration then expanded on this 
concern in relation to the great themes of 
the Protestant.

The Need for True Worship
All Christians need to cultivate a life with 

God that is growing and developing. If we 
are not growing, we will stagnate or die. 
The corporate, official worship of God’s 
people is a crucial and essential means 
God has given to help us grow. Think of 
the words of Hebrews 10:19-22:
Therefore, brothers, since we have 
confidence to enter the Most Holy Place 
by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living 
way opened for us through the curtain, 
that is, his body, and since we have a great 
high priest over the house of God, let us 
draw near to God with a sincere heart in 
full assurance of faith, having our hearts 
sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty 
conscience and having our bodies washed 
with pure water.

This passage calls Christians to draw 
near to God through Christ since, even 
as Christians, we experience a distance 
between ourselves and God that only 
the work of Christ can bridge. We need 
to draw near to him personally and 
individually in devotion, meditation, and 
prayer; but we also need to draw near to 
him by meeting with him in the fellowship 
of his people, where God promises to be 
especially present (Matt. 18:20). We meet 
with God when the people of God meet 
together, pray together, sing together, and 
listen to his Word together.

Christianity is a religion in which 
individuals become an integral part 
of Christ’s body. We are not just an 
association of individuals, but we are 
organically connected to one another (1 

in the midst of such diversitY 
christiAns sometimes Ask if 
worship is simplY A mAtter 
of tAste. Are All forms of 

worship equAllY pleAsing to 
god As long As the worshipers 
Are sincere? or Are some wAYs 

of worship AcceptAble And 
others not?

Cor. 12:12-27; Eph. 1:22-23). We express 
that we are the body of Christ, especially 
when we meet God together in public 
worship.

Worshiping False Gods
John Calvin rightly called the human 
heart “a factory of idolatry,” meaning that 
faithful worship does not come naturally 
to fallen human beings. Sinners become 
idolaters because God has so deeply 
planted the need for himself in human 
beings that when we do not know the true 
God, we invent false gods, false religion, 
and false worship. God warns against 
such idolatrous worship in the first 
commandment: “You shall have no other 
gods before me.” The idolatrous worship 
of false gods is condemned throughout the 
Bible.

Worshiping the True God Falsely
We need to listen to the call of Scripture 
to promote holy worship and flee idolatry. 

But the worship of false gods is not the 
only kind of idolatry condemned in the 
Bible. The second commandment teaches 
us that idolatry is not only a matter of 
worshiping false gods, which is prohibited 
in the first commandment. It is also a 
matter of worshiping the true God falsely. 
The second commandment says, “You 
shall not make for yourself an idol in the 
form of anything in heaven above or on the 
earth beneath or in the waters below. You 
shall not bow down to them or worship 
them; for I, the LORD your God, am a 
jealous God, punishing the children for the 
sins of the fathers to the third and fourth 
generation of those who hate me, but 
showing love to thousands of those who 
love me and keep my commandments” 
(Exod. 20:4-6).

This commandment clearly forbids the use 
of images of God in worship, but it also 
implicitly forbids all human invention in 
worship. The prohibition against images 
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means that we must worship the true God 
only in ways that please him. The people 
of Israel claimed they were worshiping the 
Lord as the true God when they fashioned 
the golden calf. They regarded the image 
as Jehovah (Exod. 32:5-6). But such 
false worship offended God and brought 
judgment on the people.

The story of the golden calf reminds 
us that God’s own people can fall into 
idolatry in their worship of him. We may 
want to be creative and inventive in 
worship, but that creativity can lead to 
idolatry. Repeatedly in the Old Testament 
God judged his people for false worship. 
Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu were 
struck dead for offering “unauthorized 
fire before the LORD, contrary to his 
command” (Lev. 10:1). Jeroboam, the first 
king of the northern kingdom of Israel, 
and his heirs were consistently criticized 
as idolaters because of images and false 
temples and services dedicated to the 
Lord. The people of God were rebuked in 
these instances not for worshiping false 
gods, but for worshiping the true God 
falsely.

The New Testament also warns against 
pleasing ourselves with false worship. 
Paul wrote to the Colossians condemning 
their novelties and experiments with 
“self-imposed worship” (Col. 2:23). Jesus 
warned against allowing traditions to 
dominate and subvert the Word of God: 
 “Thus you nullify the word of God for the 
sake of your tradition” (Matt. 15:6). Jesus 

was not speaking about worship when he 
made that statement, but then he used 
Isaiah 29:13, which is about worship, to 
support his words:
  These people honor me with their lips, 

but their hearts are far from me. 
They worship me in vain; their 
teachings are but rules taught by men. 
(vv. 8-9)

He was saying that our service to God, 
whether in life generally or in corporate 
worship, must not be determined by 
tradition but must follow the teaching of 
God in the Bible.

Paul specifically warned the Corinthians 
against false worship in the way they were 
administering the Lord’s Supper. The sins 
and errors that infected their worship led 
Paul to charge them with destroying that 
sacrament: “When you come together, 
it is not the Lord’s Supper you eat (1 
Cor. 11:20). In fact, God cares so much 
about worship that Paul records that God 
visited judgment on the Corinthians for 
their abuses in worship related to that 
sacrament: “That is why many among you 
are weak and sick, and a number of you 
have fallen asleep”  
(v. 30).

The Bible reminds us that neither 
our instincts nor our traditions nor 
our experiments are reliable guides to 
worship. The Bible itself is our only 
reliable guide. One of the ironies of our 
time is that many Christians who affirm 

the inerrancy of the Bible do not really 
study it to find out what it says about 
worship. We must search the Scriptures to 
find God’s will to guide us in our worship. 
The Cambridge Declaration made this 
point: “The Bible alone teaches all that is 
necessary for our salvation from sin and 
is the standard by which all Christian 
behavior must be measured.”
 
The Character of Worship

To learn how to worship God in a way 
that will please God rather than offend 
him and be judged by him, we must begin 
by understanding the Bible’s definition of 
what worship is. The Bible uses the word 
worship in at least three important ways.

Personal and Corporate Worship
First, worship can refer to the whole life 
of the Christian. We are to live our lives 
for God and under God. We should seek 
to have all we do become loving service 
to him. Paul had this sense of worship 
in mind when he wrote at the beginning 
of the application section of the book of 
Romans, “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, 
in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies 
as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to 
God—which is your spiritual worship. 
Do not conform any longer to the pattern 
of this world, but be transformed by the 
renewing of your mind” (12:1-2). In these 
verses all life is looked upon as worship.

Second, worship can refer to those 
personal times of prayer, praise, reflection, 
or Bible reading when we focus on God. 
David worshiped as he prayed and sang 
alone at night: 
  On my bed I remember you; I think of 

you through the watches of the night. 

Because you are my help, I sing in the 
shadow of your wings. (Ps. 63:6-7)

Third, worship can refer to times 
when Christians gather officially as a 
congregation to praise God. This form of 
worship is commended and commanded 
in the Scriptures. “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” (Heb. 10:25). 
The Psalms celebrate this privilege of 
corporate worship:
  Praise the LORD. 

I will extol the LORD with all my heart 
in the council of the upright and in the 
assembly. (Ps. 111:1)

Clearly God wants his people to gather as 
congregations, expressing that they are 
the body of Christ as they worship him 
with one another.

This third use of worship, corporate 
worship, deserves special attention for 
two reasons. First, the arena of corporate 
worship is where most of the worship wars 
are being fought. Changes in corporate 
worship need careful examination in our 
time.

Second, many Christians seem to have a 
measure of prejudice against corporate 
worship as a priority in the lives of 
believers. They seem to believe that the 
official worship of the church is not very 
important. They find it too formal and 
impersonal. They feel that individual 
times of prayer and Bible reading or 
small group experiences are much more 
important in cultivating nearness to 
God than is corporate worship. Some of 
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the recent changes in corporate worship 
reflect an effort to make it more like a 
small group activity. However, as we 
examine the Bible’s teaching about 
worship and its content, we will see that 
corporate worship is vitally important for 
every obedient and growing Christian.

A Critical Text: Hebrews 12:28-29
The book of Hebrews is particularly 
important here because it shows the 
connection between the worship of the Old 
Testament and the worship of the New 
Testament, and also because it draws 
attention to the uniqueness of our worship 
as the New Testament people of God. 
Hebrews 12:28-29 states:
  Therefore, since we are receiving a 

kingdom that cannot be shaken, let 
us be thankful, and so worship God 
acceptably with reverence and awe, for 
our God is a consuming fire.

This passage directs us to two key 
elements for our thinking about worship: 
first, the character of God as the object of 
our worship, and second, our response to 
God in worship.

1. The Character of God. 
The first truth about God’s nature that 
we need always to remember in worship 
is that our God is a Trinity. The one God 
exists eternally in three persons—Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit. This aspect of God’s 
nature is not explicit in Hebrews 12:28-
29, but it is pointed to in the immediate 
context. Thus Hebrews 12:23-24 reminds 

us that in worship we come by faith 
to the living God and to Jesus who is 
“the mediator of a new covenant.” Here 
two of the persons of the Trinity are 
distinguished.

As our God is triune, so our worship must 
be Trinitarian. God in his unity is a proper 
object of worship, but so too are each of 
the persons of the Godhead. We worship 
God, and we also worship the Father, the 
Son, and the Holy Spirit.  
In worshiping any of the divine persons 
we worship the whole Godhead, for God 
is one.

Our worship may focus on any one of 
the divine persons at particular points 
because the Bible itself shows us that 
each person of the Trinity is associated 
with certain divine acts particularly. 
For example, in the Bible the Father 
is particularly linked to the planning 
of salvation in order to reconcile 
sinners to himself. The Son is linked to 
accomplishing salvation as the God-man 
living, dying, and rising in the place of 
sinners. The Spirit is linked to applying 
salvation, drawing sinners to Christ, and 
giving them faith and new life.

Christian worship reflects the Bible’s 
emphasis on the work of each person in 
the Godhead. The Father is particularly 
the object of our worship. We usually pray, 
as Jesus taught us, “Our Father.” The 
Son is the mediator of our worship. Jesus 
opened the way to the Father for us by his 

saving work, and we always come to the 
Father in his name. The Spirit empowers 
and blesses our worship. He warms our 
hearts and draws us, not to himself, but 
to Jesus and his Word. The very nature 
of God leads us to worship the Father 
through the Son by the Holy Spirit.

The second aspect of God’s character that 
we see explicitly in Hebrews 12:28-29 is 
that God is a saving God. He has prepared 
an unshakable kingdom of eternal life for 
those who belong to him. This kingdom 
belongs to Jesus Christ (Heb. 1:8), who is 
the Savior of his people and the mediator 
between man and God in all our worship. 
Jesus and his Gospel must always stand 
at the heart of our worship. We must 
remember that he is the eternal second 
person of the Trinity, made man to be our 
Savior. We must rejoice in his perfect life 
of obedience for us, in his death on the 
cross where he bore all our sins, and in his 
glorious resurrection to be our ever-living 
Savior and High Priest. Worship fails 
utterly if Jesus Christ is not at the center. 
His person and work must light up the 
worship of his people. He makes God fully 
known and fully accessible to us. He is our 
refuge and strength, a very present help 
in times of trouble (Ps. 46:1). He saves 
us from our sins, and our worship must 
celebrate him.

The third aspect of God’s character that 
we see in Hebrews 12 is that God is a holy 
God, one who is jealous for his worship. 
He is a God who stands in judgment of 
sin and calls for holy living among his 
people. Hebrews is quoting Deuteronomy 
4 when it states that God is “a consuming 
fire.” Deuteronomy 4 calls the people of 

God to faithfulness in all of their lives, but 
especially in worship:

“Be careful not to forget the covenant of 
the LORD your God that he made with 
you; do not make for yourselves an idol in 
the form of anything the LORD your God 
has forbidden. For the Lord your God is a 
consuming fire, a jealous God” (vv. 23-24).

This passage in Deuteronomy clearly rests 
on the second of the Ten Commandments, 
which forbids false worship, as we have 
seen. The holy character of God must echo 
as clearly through our worship as does the 
saving character of God.

These passages show that the Lord takes 
his worship very seriously. They show 
us very specifically that our worship 
must reflect both God’s great saving 
work in Christ and his holy zeal for the 
purity of worship. Only such worship 
will be acceptable to him. When Hebrews 
12:28 speaks of acceptable worship, it 
means worship that is first and foremost 
acceptable to God.

This priority needs to be reaffirmed 
especially today. Too often today when 
people speak of acceptable worship 
they mean worship that is acceptable 
to themselves or perhaps acceptable 
especially to the unchurched. While 
worship must communicate clearly to the 
gathered congregation, the Bible insists 
that worship must above all be acceptable 
to God. And we must always remember 
that we can only know what is acceptable 
to God by a careful study of his Word.

pleAsing god in our worship



2 4 2 5

2. Our Response to God. 
How should we respond in worship to this 
holy, saving God? Hebrews 12 not only 
specifies the character of God for us in 
worship, but it also clarifies the character 
of our response to God: our worship is 
to be characterized by thankfulness and 
awe. Especially in reaction to God’s saving 
work, we are to be thankful and filled 
with joy The Psalms often express this 
response:

  Sing for joy to God our strength; Shout 
aloud to the God of Jacob!  
(Ps. 81:1)

  Come, let us sing for joy to the LORD; 
let us shout aloud to the Rock of our 
salvation. Let us come before him with 
thanksgiving and extol him with music 
and song. (Ps. 95:1-2)

  Serve the LORD with gladness; come 
before him with joyful songs.  
(Ps. 100:2)

  For you make me glad by your deeds, 
O LORD; I sing for joy at the works of 
your hands. (Ps. 92:4)

Our response to God ought to be one of 
great joy and gladness for the saving work 
of Jesus. Thankfulness should manifest 
itself in many parts of the worship service. 
The Psalms remind us that music is one 
of the key ways in which we express our 
joy and thankfulness to God. (We will 
look more fully at music in worship later 
in our study) Other manifestations of 

thankfulness include prayer and heartfelt 
response to the preached Word.

In response particularly to the holiness 
of God we experience awe and reverence 
before him. The Psalms also show us this 
reaction:
  Worship the LORD in the splendor of 

his holiness; tremble before him, all the 
earth. (Ps. 96:9)

  The LORD reigns, let the nations 
tremble; he sits enthroned between the 
cherubim, let the earth shake. 
Great is the LORD in Zion; he is 
exalted over all the nations. Let them 
praise your great and awesome name 
— he is holy. The King is mighty, he 
loves justice — you have established 
equity; In Jacob you have done what 
is just and right. Exalt the LORD our 
God and worship at his foot stool; he is 
holy.(Ps. 99:1-5)

At times in worship there must be 
serious, sober reflection. As we meet with 
the God who created heaven and earth, 
who gave the Law at Mount Sinai, and 
who visited his wrath against sin on his 
Son at Calvary, we must be filled with 
reverent awe. We should quite literally 
be awestruck when we come into God’s 
presence in worship. Real reverence is 
never stodgy or dull but is profound and 
moving.

Today these two responses, joy and 
reverence, are frequently set in opposition 
to one another. One kind of worship is 
called joyful, uplifting, and exuberant, 

while another kind is called reverent, 
sedate, respectful. However, in the 
Scriptures joy and reverence are not 
antithetical but always complementary 
Worship can be joyfully reverent and 
reverently joyful. Joy and reverence 
should always be united in our worship.

Serve the LORD with fear and rejoice with 
trembling. (Ps. 2:11)

The LORD reigns, let the earth be glad; let 
the distant shores rejoice.
Clouds and thick darkness surround 
him; righteousness and justice are the 
foundation of his throne. Fire goes before 
him and consumes his foes on every side. 
His lightning lights up the world; the earth 
sees and trembles. . Zion hears and rejoices 
and the villages of Judah are glad because 
of your judgments, O LORD. (Ps. 97:1-4, 8)

He provided redemption for his people; he 
ordained his covenant forever — holy and 
awesome is his name. (Ps. 111:9)

This combination of joy and awe may not 
always be easy to achieve, but it must 
be our goal. We must remember that 
reverence does not always mean quiet, 
and joy does not always mean noise. Joy 
and reverence are first of all attitudes of 
the heart for which we seek appropriate 
expressions in worship. Joy may be 
intense in the singing of a very quiet 
song. Reverence may be expressed in loud 
singing.

Traditional Protestant worship has 
probably been strong on reverence, and 
what has been called “contemporary 
worship” often seems enthusiastically 
joyful. But proponents of each approach 

must ask whether their views achieve 
a biblical balance. Traditional worship 
may proceed so mechanically and 
formalistically that emotion seems absent. 
Contemporary worship may be so insistent 
on fun and excitement that reverence and 
joy seem lost.

As we seek balance we must begin by 
remembering that corporate worship is 
meeting with our God, who is a consuming 
fire; and for that to happen, we must know 
God’s will for how we are to worship. That 
knowledge comes only through knowing 
his Word.
 

Dr. W. Robert Godfrey is President of 
Westminster Theological Seminary in 
Escondido, California. He is also Professor 
of Church History. He received the A.B., 
M.A., and Ph.D. degrees from Stanford 
University, and the M.Div. degree from 
Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary. 
He has taught at Westminster Theological 
Seminary (both in Pennsylvania and 
California) for over twenty years. He is 
an ordained minister in the Christian 
Reformed Church. Dr. Godfrey was a 
contributor to John Calvin: His Influence 
on the Western World; Reformed Theology 
in America; and Scripture and Truth. 
He edited the Westminster Theological 
Journal for several years, and is a frequent 
speaker at Christian conferences. Dr. 
Godfrey is a native of California. He and 
his wife Mary Ellen have three children: 
William, Mari, and Robert.
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by David Murray

If you had the choice between 
private Bible reading and 
prayer, or going to church, 
which would you choose?  The 
Puritans would choose church.  
Surprising isn’t it. We all 
know the Puritans’ welcome 
emphasis on private devotion 
and personal godliness. But 
they actually rated public 
worship even higher.  

For example, David Clarkson, colleague 
and successor to John Owen, preached 
a sermon on Psalm 87v2 entitled Public 
worship to be preferred before private, 
and gave 12 reasons why:

1.  The Lord is more glorified by 
public worship than private.

God is glorified by us when we 
acknowledge that He is glorious, 

and He is most glorified when this 
acknowledgement is most public.

2.  There is more of the Lord’s 
presence in public worship than 
in private.

He is present with his people in the use 
of public worship in a special way: more 
effectually, constantly, and intimately.

3.  God manifests himself more 
clearly in public worship than in 
private.

For example, in Revelation, Christ 
is manifested “in the midst of the 
churches.”

4.  There is more spiritual advantage 
in the use of public worship.

Whatever spiritual benefit is to be found 
in private duties, that, and much more 
may be expected from public worship 
when rightly used.
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12 reAsons whY public worship is 
better thAn privAte worship

5.  Public worship is more edifying 
than private.

In private you provide for your own 
good, but in public you do good both to 
yourselves and others.

6.  Public worship is a better security 
against apostasy than private.

He who lacks or reject public worship, 
whatever private means he enjoy, is in 
danger of apostasy.

7.  The Lord works his greatest works 
in public worship.

Conversion, regeneration, etc., are 
usually accomplished through public 
means.

8.  Public worship is the nearest 
resemblance of heaven.

In the Bible’s depictions of heaven, there 
is nothing done in private, nothing in 
secret; all the worship of that glorious 
company is public.

9.  The most renowned servants 
of God have preferred public 
worship before private.

The Lord did not withdraw from public 
ordinances, though they were corrupt. 
Public worship was more precious to the 
apostles than their safety, liberty, and 
lives

10.  Public worship is the best means 
for procuring the greatest 
mercies, and preventing and 
removing the greatest judgments.

11.  The precious blood of Christ 
is most interested in public 
worship.

Private worship was required of, and 
performed by Adam and his posterity, 
even in a sinless state, but the public 
preaching of the Gospel and the 
administration of the sacraments have 
a necessary dependence on the death of 
Christ.

12.  The promises of God are given 
more to public worship than to 
private.

There are more promises to public 
than to private worship, and even the 
promises that seem to be made to private 
duties are applicable and more powerful 
for public worship.
You might want to print this out and 
put it beside your alarm clock for next 
Sunday morning.

Dr. David Murray is a Preacher of the Gospel 

and Professor of Old Testament & Practical 

Theology at Puritan Reformed Theological 

Seminary in Grand Rapids, Michigan, USA. 
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by Tim Challies

Reformed Christians are increasingly 
divided over how they ought to worship 
God. For many Reformed believers, 
this is an issue of great urgency. D.G. 
Hart and John R. Muether wrote 
With Reverence And Awe(Returning 
to the Basics of Reformed Worship) to 
address this topic. They call the book 
a primer on worship, “a brief overview 
of how Reformed theology informs the 
way we think about, put together, and 
participate in the worship service. 
Our aim is to help church officers and 
members gather corporately for worship 
and do so in ways appropriate to the 
God who has revealed himself in Christ 
Jesus” (page 13). The authors believe 
that good theology must produce good 

worship, while poor theology necessarily 
produces poor worship. This is something 
the church has understood in the past, 
but has lost sight of in recent years. 
Reformed worship, because of its 
distinctiveness, will worship God in ways 
that are distinct from other theological 
traditions.

The first topic the authors address is 
the relationship of the church to the 
world. This is a logical place to begin, for 
many churches today take their cues in 
worship from unbelievers, deliberately 
providing a service that will make 
unbelievers comfortable. But the authors 
conclude that true worship “will be odd 
and perhaps even weird to the watching 
world. This oddness is not lamentable but 
essential to the church’s faithfulness and 
witness” (page 34). In fact, the church 
must take a posture that is antithetical 
to the world if she is to resist worldliness 
and idolatry. The clash with church 
growth principles is further enforced 
in the next chapter where the authors 
discuss the purpose of the church. They 
list three prevailing beliefs about this: 
the first, that the church is a means of 
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social reform; the second that the church 
exists primarily to exalt God; and the 
third that the church exists primarily to 
evangelize. After examining The Great 
Commission, Hart and Muether teach 
that Christ’s primary command to the 
church is to disciple. A literal rendering 
of the Great Commission might read, 
“as you go, disciple, by teaching and 
baptizing.” Thus the church is primarily 
a worshipping community. While the 
authors do not downplay the importance 
of evangelism and taking the Gospel 
to the world, they believe that we can 
only properly understand the church by 
seeing her as a body meant for worship 
and discipleship. Worship constitutes the 
church and the very purpose for which 
God saves us, is to become worshippers.
There are two principles critical to 
the author’s argument that must be 
understood. The first is the Regulative 
Principle. This principle teaches that we 
may only worship God in ways expressly 
stated in Scripture. What is left unstated 
is as equally forbidden as what God 
expressly prohibits. The second principle 
is the Dialogical Principle which teaches 
that the covenantal pattern of Christian 
worship takes the form of a dialogue 
between God and His people. Thus there 
are two broad categories of elements 
within worship: those where we speak 
to God and those where He speaks to us. 
These principles inform everything that 
happens in worship, from the elements 
we allow, to the order the elements 
appear.

A further important discussion 
regards the priesthood of believers. 

This understanding of the laity arose 
during the Reformation, but has since 
been extended far beyond the original 
meaning. The authors believe that the 
priesthood of believers does not extend to 
the worship services. Instead, all parts 
of the worship service should be led by a 
rightly-ordained and appointed minister 
of the Word.

As the book nears the conclusion, the 
authors turn to the subject of reverence, 
arguing that the proper attitude for 
worship is reverence, but that this does 
not preclude emotions such as joy, grief 
or even anger. We can learn much about 
this from the Old Testament patterns 
of worship, which while they have been 
abolished, are still instructive for us 
today. Perhaps one of the most shocking 
statements in the book is this: “Indeed, 
we do not believe that it is putting it too 
strongly to suggest that Christians come 
to worship with the same attitude and 
demeanor they take to a funeral service 
for a professing Christian. Such funerals 
are times of reverence and joy”  
(page 127).

Surpringly, yet wisely, it is not until 
the final chapter that the authors 
contemplate music. They believe that 
music should inspire reverence, and 
like the Sabbath day of rest, should 
be unlike what we hear other days. 
This, once again, flies in the face of 
most modern teachings about music 
which teach that church music should 
sound similar to what people listen to 
every day. The songs we sing in church 
should be as distinctive as the theology 
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we hold dear. Based on the writings of 
Terry L. Johnson, the authors suggest 
four criteria for music appropriate 
for the worship service. First, is it 
singable? Second, is it biblically and 
theologically sound? Third, is it biblically 
and theologically mature? Fourth, is it 
emotionally balanced? “It is crucial that 
the church’s songs be substantial enough 
to express accurately mature Christian 
belief as well as the subtlety of Christian 
experience….Simplistic, sentimental, 
repetitious songs by their very nature 
cannot carry the weight of Reformed 
doctrine and will leave the people of 
God ill-equipped on occasions of great 
moment” (page 173).

In the end, the authors conclude, “As 
attractive as contemporary forms of 
worship might appear, the logic by which 
they have entered Reformed circles is 
destructive of the Reformed tradition 
because it makes theology powerless. 
It separates belief from practice” (page 
177). And later they say, “In the end, 
Reformed theology is only as good, 
only as compelling, only as binding, as 
Reformed worship. And that is what the 
fuss is all about” (page 187).

Clearly Hart and Muether represent 
a conservative tradition, even within 
Reformed circles. Both are, I believe, 
members of the Orthodox Presbyterian 
Church and their Presbyterian theology 
forms the basis for this book. There is 
little doubt that this book will alienate 
many readers for that very reason, and 

that is a pity, for it has much to say 
that is of great value. One of the things 
I appreciated most in this book was 
the authors’ desire to be deliberate in 
examining and structuring worship to 
remove all horizontal elements, allowing 
the worship service to be a time of deep, 
beautiful communion between God and 
His people. I found myself wishing that 
I shared their convictions towards the 
Regulative and Dialogical Principles, 
for surely the acceptance of these 
principles makes deciding the “what’s 
and how’s” of worship much easier. I also 
appreciated the theme that God-honoring 
worship must be built on God-honoring 
theology. But primarily, I appreciated 
the assertion that much of contemporary 
worship has entered Reformed circles 
in a way that is destructive to Reformed 
worship. Regardless of whether the 
worship is right or wrong, we have 
allowed these forms to enter our 
churches for the wrong reasons. There is 
much for me to ponder.

While I do not agree with all of the 
author’s conclusions, I found this a 
fascinating and challenging book and 
I highly recommend it for anyone who 
wishes to examine biblical principles for 
worshipping God.

Tim Challies is a pastor at GRACE FELLOWSHIP 
CHURCH in Toronto, Ontario.  He also edits 
DISCERNING READER and is  a co-founder of 
CRUCIFORM PRESS.  He is married to Aileen and is 
a father to three young children.  He blogs at:  www.
challies.com.

A letter from John Newton

Sir,
A neglect of family prayer is, I am afraid, 
too common among professors in this 
day. I am glad that you consider it both 
as a duty and a privilege, and are by 
grace determined, that, when you shall 
commence as the head of a family, you 
will worship God with all your house. It 
was Abraham’s commendation, that he 
not only served the Lord himself, but was 
solicitous that his children and household 
might serve him likewise. I trust that he 
who inclines your heart to walk in the 
footsteps of faithful Abraham, will bless 
you in the attempt, and give you peace in 
your dwelling; a mercy which is seldom 
enjoyed, which indeed can hardly be 
expected, by those families which call not 
upon the Lord.

Though I readily comply with your 
request, and would be glad if I can offer 
anything that may assist or animate 
you in your good purpose, I am afraid 
I shall not answer your expectations 
with regard to the particulars of your 
inquiry, concerning the most proper 

method of conducting family worship. 
The circumstances of families are so 
various, that no determinate rules 
can be laid down: nor has the word of 
God prescribed any; because, being of 
universal obligation, it is wisely and 
graciously accommodated to suit the 
different situations of his people. You 
must, therefore, as to circumstantials, 
judge for yourself. You will do well to 
pursue such a method as you shall find 
most convenient to yourself and family, 
without scrupulously binding yourself, 
when the Scripture has left you free.

We have no positive precept enjoining 
us any set time for prayer, nor even how 
often we should pray, either in public 
or private; though the expressions of 
“continuing instant in prayer,” “praying 
without ceasing,” and the like, plainly 
intimate that prayer should be frequent. 
Daniel prayed three times a day; which 
the Psalmist speaks of as his practice 
likewise; and in one place declares his 
purpose of praising God seven times 
a day. This last expression is perhaps 
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indefinite, not precisely seven times—but 
very often. Indeed, a person who lives in 
the exercise of faith and love, and who 
finds by experience that it is good for him 
to draw near to God, will not need to be 
told how often he must pray, any more 
than how often he must converse with 
an earthly friend. Those whom we love, 
we love to be much with. Love is the best 
casuist, and either resolves or prevents a 
thousand scruples and questions, which 
may perplex those who only serve God 
from principles of constraint and fear. A 
believer will account those his happiest 
days, when he has most leisure and most 
liberty of spirit for the exercise of prayer.

However, I think family should be 
performed at least daily, and, when 
unavoidable hindrances do not prevent, 
twice a day. Though all times and 
seasons are alike to the Lord, and his 
ear is always open whenever we have a 
heart to call upon him; yet to us there 
is a peculiar suitableness in beginning 
and closing the day with prayer: in the 
morning, to acknowledge his goodness 
in our preservation through the night, 
and entreat his presence and blessing on 
our families and callings in the course of 
the day; and at night, to praise him for 
the mercies of the day past, to humble 
ourselves before him for what has been 
amiss, to wait on him for a renewed 
manifestation of his pardoning love, and 
to commit ourselves and our concerns to 
his care and protection while we sleep.

You will, of course, choose those 
hours when you are least liable to be 
interrupted by the calls of business, and 
when the family can assemble with the 
most convenience: only I would observe, 
that it greatly preserves regularity and 
good order in a house, to keep constantly 
to the same hours when it is practical; 
and likewise, that it is best not to defer 
evening prayer until late, if it can be 
well avoided; lest some who join in the 
exercise, and perhaps the person himself 
who leads in it, should be too weary or 
sleepy to give a due attention. On this 
account, I would advise to have family 
prayer before supper, where people have 
the choice and disposal of their own 
hours.

I think, with you, that it is very 
expedient and proper that reading a 
portion of the word of God should be 
ordinarily a part of our family worship; 
so likewise to sing a hymn or psalm, 
or part of one, at discretion; provided 
there are some people in the family who 
have enough of a musical ear and voice 
to conduct the singing in a tolerable 
manner: otherwise, perhaps, it may be 
better omitted. If you read and sing, as 
well as pray, care should be taken that 
the combined services do not run into an 
inconvenient length.

The chief thing to be attended to is, that 
it may be a spiritual service; and the 
great evil to be dreaded and guarded 
against in the exercise of every duty that 

returns frequently upon us, is formality. 
If a stated course of family prayer is 
kept up as constantly in its season as the 
striking of the clock, in time it may come 
to be almost as mechanically performed, 
unless we are continually looking to the 
Lord to keep our hearts alive.

It most frequently happens, that 
one or more members of a family are 
unconverted people. When there are such 
present, a great regard should be had to 
them, and everything conducted with a 
view to their edification, that they may 
not be disgusted or wearied, or tempted 
to think that it is little more than the 
fashion or custom of the house; which 
will probably be the case, unless the 
master of the family is lively and earnest 
in performance of the duty, and likewise 
circumspect and consistent in every part 
of his behavior at other times. By leading 
in the worship of God before children or 
strangers, a man gives bond (as it were) 
for his behavior, and adds strength to 
every other motive which should engage 
him to abstain from all appearance 
of evil. It should be a constant check 
upon our language and tempers in the 
presence of our families, to consider that 
we began the day, and propose to end it, 
with them in prayer. The Apostle Peter 
uses this argument to influence the 
conduct of husbands and wives towards 
each other; and it is equally applicable to 
all the members of a family; “That your 
prayers be not hindered,” that is, either 
prevented and put off, or despoiled of all 

life and efficacy, by the ferment of sinful 
passions.

On the other hand, the proper exercise of 
family prayer, when recommended by a 
suitable deportment, is a happy means of 
instructing children in the great truths 
of religion, of softening their prejudices, 
and inspiring them with a temper of 
respect and affection, which will dispose 
them to cheerful obedience, and make 
them unwilling to grieve or offend.

In this instance, as in every other, 
we may observe, that the Lord’s 
commands to his people are not arbitrary 
appointments; but that, so far as they are 
conscientiously complied with, they have 
an evident tendency and suitableness to 
promote our own advantage. He requires 
us to acknowledge him in our families, 
for our own sakes; not because he has 
need of our poor services, but because we 
have need of his blessing, and without 
the influence of his grace (which is 
promised to all who seek it) are sure to 
be unhappy in ourselves and in all our 
connections.

When husband and wife are happily 
partakers of the same faith, it seems 
expedient, and for their mutual good, 
that, besides their private devotions, 
and joining in family prayer, they should 
pray together. They have many needs, 
mercies, and concerns, in common with 
each other, and distinct from the rest of 
the family. The manner in which they 
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should improve a little time in this joint 
exercise cannot well be prescribed by a 
third person: yet I will venture to suggest 
one thing; and especially, as I do not 
remember to have met with it in print. I 
conceive that it may prove much to their 
comfort to pray alternately, not only the 
husband with and for the wife, but the 
wife with and for the husband. The Spirit 
of God, by the Apostle, has expressly 
restrained women from the exercise of 
spiritual gifts in public; but I apprehend 
the practice I am speaking of can no 
way interfere with that restriction. I 
suppose them in private together, and 
then I judge it to be equally right and 
proper for either of them to pray with the 
other. Nor do I meet anything in Paul’s 
writings to prevent my thinking, that if 
he had been a married man, he would, 
though an Apostle, have been glad for the 
prayers of his wife. If you ask, how often 
they should pray together? I think the 
oftener the better, provided it does not 
break in upon their duties; once a day at 
least; and if there is a choice of hours, it 
might be as well at some distance from 
their other seasons of worship. But I 
would observe, as before, that in matters 
not expressly commanded, prudence and 
experience must direct.

I have written upon a supposition that 
you use extemporaneous prayer; but as 
there are many heads of families who 
fear the Lord, and have not yet attained 
liberty to pray extemporaneously before 

others, I would add, that their inability 
in this respect, whether real, or whether 
only proceeding from fear, and an undue 
regard to self, will not justify them in the 
omission of family prayer. Helps may be 
procured. Mr. Jenks’s Devotions are in 
many hands; and I doubt not but there 
are other excellent books of the same 
kind, with which I am not acquainted. If 
they begin with a form, not with a design 
to confine themselves always to one, but 
make it a part of their secret pleading 
at the Throne of Grace, that they may 
be favored with the gift and spirit of 
prayer; and accustom themselves, while 
they use a form, to intersperse some 
petitions of their own; there is little 
doubt but they will in time find a growth 
in liberty and ability, and at length lay 
their book entirely aside. For it being 
every believer’s duty to worship God in 
his family, his promise may be depended 
upon, to give them a sufficiency in all 
things, for those services which he 
requires of them.

Happy is that family where the worship 
of God is constantly and conscientiously 
maintained. Such houses are temples 
in which the Lord dwells, and castles 
garrisoned by a Divine power. I do not 
say, that, by honoring God in your house, 
you will wholly escape a share in the 
trials incident to the present uncertain 
state of things. A measure of such trials 
will be necessary for the exercise and 
manifestation of your graces; to give 

you a more convincing proof of the truth 
and sweetness of the promises made to 
a time of affliction; to mortify the body 
of sin; and to wean you more effectually 
from the world. But this I will confidently 
say, that the Lord will both honor and 
comfort those who thus honor him. 
Seasons will occur in which you shall 
know, and probably your neighbors shall 
be constrained to take notice, that he has 
not bid you seek him in vain. If you meet 
with troubles, they shall be accompanied 
by supports, and followed by deliverance; 
and you shall upon many occasions 

experience, that God is your protector, 
preserving you and yours from the evils 
by which you will see others suffering 
around you.
I have rather exceeded the limits I 
proposed; and therefore shall only add 
a request, that in your addresses at the 
Throne of Grace you will remember me.

1 Newton, John, Letters of John Newton, The 

Banner of Truth Trust, London, 1960, p. 88
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