
SESSION 3 

WORSHIP
Membership Question Addressed 
4. Do you promise to support the Church in its worship and work to the best of your ability? 

INTRODUCTION 

Although secular people might think that only religious people worship, the truth is, 
everybody worships something. The word “worship”, means to “ascribe worth”, and the late 
novelist David Foster Wallace, once told a college graduating class this:


 

“Everybody worships. The only choice we get is what to worship. And the compelling 	

	 reason for maybe choosing some sort of god or spiritual-type thing to worship… is that 	
	 pretty much anything else you worship will eat you alive. If you worship money, and things, 
	 if they are where you tap real meaning in life, then you will never have enough, never feel 
	 you have enough… Worship your body and beauty… and you will always feel ugly… 	
	 Worship power, you will end up feeling weak and afraid… Worship your intellect…. you will 
	 end up feeling stupid, a fraud, always on the verge of being found out…”  
34

Everybody worships. Everybody “ascribes worth” to something. Everybody, “taps real 
meaning in life” from something, be it money, beauty, power, or intellect. The trouble is, as 
Wallace points out, is that if you worship anything other than “some sort of god or spiritual-type 
thing”, all those things you “tap meaning” from, and “ascribe worth” to will ultimately disappoint 
you. The biblical term for these pseudo-gods, or counterfeit gods is “idol” (Psalm 115:4, “Their 
idols are silver and gold, the work of human hands”), and these idols, “do not speak”, “do not 
see”, “do not hear”, “do not smell”, “do not feel”, “do not walk”, and “do not make a 
sound” (Psalm 115:5-7), in other words, they are impotent! Worst still, “those who make them 
become like them; so do all who trust in them” (Psalm 115:8). You see, what you worship 
defines you, and evaluates you. If you worship money, and you’ll always feel poor; worship 
beauty, and you’ll always feel ugly; worship power, and you’ll always feel weak; worship intellect, 
and you’ll always feel stupid. All these pseudo-gods, these idols, will finally fail you.


The Bible says that the only one worthy of worship, and indeed whose worship brings his 
worshippers ultimate good, is God alone (e.g. Exodus 20:2-3, “I am the LORD your God, who 
brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. You shall have no other gods 
before me.”). He is mighty and sovereign, and so, when you worship him, you are greatly 

 Quoted by Tim Keller in Center Church: Doing Balanced, Gospel-Centered Ministry in Your City (Grand Rapids, M.I.: Zondervan, 34

2012), 34.
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humbled, made undone (e.g. Isaiah 6:5, “Woe is me!… for my eyes have seen the King”). Yet, he 
is merciful and gracious, demonstrating that through Jesus Christ, and therefore, when you 
worship him, you are become incredibly confident in his love (e.g. Hebrews 4:16, “Let us then 
with confidence draw near to the throne of grace…”). Worshipping the God revealed in the Bible, 
makes you both greatly humbled, and yet incredibly confident, at the same time!


You see, God doesn’t need our worship (Psalm 50:8-13), but he calls and commands us 
to worship him (e.g. Luke 4:8, “You shall worship the LORD your God and him only shall you 
serve”), because we need him! As Edmund Clowney puts it, “God’s glory attracts worship… 
worship is the response of the creature to the revealed glory of the Creator” (Psalm 19:1), but “the 
glory… that draws our praise becomes a blessing that increasingly transforms our existence” (2 
Corinthians 3:18) . Hence, worship, as D A Carson puts it, is the “proper response… to God” . 35 36

If it is something that God requires of us, for our good, then we need to understand worship from 
God’s perspective, through his Word. And so, in this session, we are going to explore three 
aspects of Christian worship: the regulation of worship, the elements of worship, and the 
dialogue in worship .
37

The Regulation of Worship 

We learnt in Session 2 that one of the fundamental principles of the Reformation was Sola 
Scriptura i.e. Scripture alone is our ultimate and trustworthy authority. Hence, it is through 
Scripture, that God reveals his perfect will to us regarding worship. And, it is through Scripture 
that God regulates our worship of him. That is to say, that we worship God only as he has 
prescribed for us to worship him in Scripture. This is known as the regulative principle  . 
38 39

We need the regulative principle, because firstly, we are finite creatures, who cannot know 
the mind of our creator apart from his revelation (e.g. Romans 11:34, “Who has known the mind 
of the LORD?”). It is Scripture that reveals to us the mind of our creator regarding how we are to 
worship him. (e.g. 2 Timothy 3:16-17, “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for 

 Edmund P Clowney, “The Church” in the “Contours of Christian Theology” series e.d. Gerald Bray (Downers Grove, I.L.: IVP, 1995), 35

118-120. 

 D A Carson, “Worship under the Word” in “Worship by the Book” ed. D A Carson, page 215.36

 The Bible also speaks about “all of life”  as worship e.g. Romans 12:1-2, Colossians 3:17. In this session, however, we are addressing 37

the narrower theme of when God’s people gather together for worship e.g. 1 Corinthians 14:26-40, 1 Timothy 2:1-15, also known as 
“Corporate Worship”.

  The following section follows closely Ken Golden “Presbytopia: What it means to be Presbyterian” (UK, Christian Focus Publications, 38

2016), pages 82-86.

 The regulative principle states that God commands us to worship according to his Word, and only what he commands is permissible. 39

This is in contrast to the normative principle that some other Protestant churches hold to, that claim that whatever is not forbidden is 
permissible.
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teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be 
complete, equipped for every good work”). Secondly, we need the regulative principle, because 
we are sinners, thoroughly tainted with sin (e.g. Ecclesiastes 9:3, “the hearts of the children of 
man are full of evil, and madness is in their hearts while they live..”). Hence, we cannot trust our 
own hearts, minds and wills to rightly worship God. Consider how God cautions the people of 
Israel, in Deuteronomy 4:15-18 concerning worship:


 

“Therefore watch yourselves very carefully. Since you saw no form on the day that the Lord 

	 spoke to you at Horeb out of the midst of the fire, beware lest you act corruptly by making 
	 a carved image for yourselves, in the form of any figure, the likeness of male or female, the 
	 likeness of any animal that is on the earth, the likeness of any winged bird that flies in the 
	 air, the likeness of anything that creeps on the ground, the likeness of any fish that is in the 
	 water under the earth.” 


Yet, even with this, Israel chose to worship golden calves (Exodus 32:4; 1 Kings 12:28) 
and a bronze serpent (2 Kings 18:4)! Left to our own devices, we would do exactly the same thing 
(Romans 1:22, “they… exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images.”)! That is why God 
declares, “Everything that I command you, you shall be careful to do. You shall not add to it or 
take from it” (Deuteronomy 12:32). This applies in the New Testament too: in Hebrews 12:28-29, 
it says, “Let us offer to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe for our God is a 
consuming fire”  . 40 41

 

It is to our benefit that God has designed worship this way! The regulative principle 

protects our liberty of conscience. We are bound to worship God only as God reveals to us in 
the Scriptures. Hence, we do not need to feel obliged to participate in worship rituals and 
practices that are not in Scripture. For example, in the first Century, some were advocating 
ceremonies, harsh exercises of self-denial, and even circumcision. The Apostle Paul calls these 
“self-made religion” (Colossians 2:23), and exhorts us to ignore them. 


The Elements of Worship 

So, what does Scripture, and God require in our worship of him? These have been 
traditionally know as the elements of worship. 


 This “consuming fire” may be referencing Leviticus 10:1-4: two priests offered “unauthorised fire” to God, that is to say, they tried 40

to worship God in a way that he had not commanded. As a result, fire came out from the Lord and consumed them. This was an 
extraordinary judgement, but it does emphasise for us the seriousness of worshipping God as God requires and regulates. 

 At the same time, we must recognise that with the coming of Christ, temple worship has found its fulfilment in Christ (John 4:21-24). 41

And so, things like liturgical calendars, elaborate ritual, and sacred places are no longer emphasised (Colossians 2:16-17).
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They are: 

• Reading of Scripture (Nehemiah 8:1-8; 1 Timothy 4:13)

• Preaching (1 Timothy 4:13; 2 Timothy 4:2)

• Sacrament of Baptism (Acts 2:41, 1 Corinthians 1:17) 

• Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper (Acts 2:42, 20:7, 1 Corinthians 11:20); 

• Prayer (Acts 2:42, 1 Timothy 2:1-3)

• Congregational singing (Ephesians 5:19, Colossians 3:16)

• Offerings (Psalm 96:8, 1 Corinthians 16:1-2)

• Occasional vows (Romans 10:9-13, 1 Timothy 6:12).


These elements can be expressed and take different forms e.g. version of Scripture, 
written or extemporaneous prayer, psalms, hymns or songs, mode of baptism etc. The Bible gives 
us latitude in terms of the forms that these elements take. And then, there are also situations and 
factors that facilitate worship. These are influenced by the historical and cultural context that a 
church finds itself in. These are called the circumstances of worship. The Westminster 
Confession says that circumstances, “are to be ordered by the light of nature and Christian 
prudence, according to the general rules of the Word ”, that is, that they are to be guided by 42

human wisdom. These include the time and place of worship, whether or not to use amplification, 
musical instruments, projection, style of dress etc. Hence, two churches with very similar beliefs 
may have the same elements of worship, but express them very differently in terms of form and 
because of circumstance.


The Dialogue in Worship 

So, what actually happens when God’s people gather to worship him? Hebrews 12:22 
tells us that when we assemble for worship, we“come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living 
God, the heavenly Jerusalem.” We gather spiritually with “angels… the assembly of the firstborn… 
the spirits of the righteous made perfect.” We enter into the presence of God the Father through 
Jesus, “the mediator of a new covenant”, by the power of the Holy Spirit! As Edmund Clowney 
puts it, “we join the saints and angels in the festival of glory” ! We don’t just gather to hear a 43

message, or to sing some songs to make us feel good. As Clowney put it, “God’s assembly 
stands in his presence; to be the assembly… to be the church, is to worship God together. ” 44

 Westminster Confession of Faith Chapter 1, Section 6.42

 Edmund P Clowney, “The Church” in the “Contours of Christian Theology” series e.d. Gerald Bray (Downers Grove, I.L.: IVP, 1995), 43

118. 

 Edmund P Clowney, “The Church” in the “Contours of Christian Theology” series e.d. Gerald Bray (Downers Grove, I.L.: IVP, 1995), 44

118. 
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In worship, we actually meet with God. He speaks to us, and we respond to him. The 
elements of worship fit together as a dialogue between God and his people . We see this 45

pattern in 2 Chronicles 5-7. There is a call to worship (2 Chronicles 5:2-5), sin offering that 
allowed entrance into God’s presence (2 Chronicles 5:6-10), a hymn of praise (2 Chronicles 
5:11-14), a message (2 Chronicles 6:1-11), a prayer of dedication (2 Chronicles 6:12-42), God’s 
acceptance of the sacrifice and his glory filling the temple (2 Chronicles 7:1-2), and the 
congregation singing praise and thanksgiving (2 Chronicles 7:3). Similarly, in Revelation 4-5, 
there is the assembly (Revelation 4:1-7) of God’s people, hymn singing (Revelation 4:8-11), a 
message proclaimed (Revelation 5:2), a sacrifice of a sin offering through the Lamb, Jesus that is 
slain (Revelation 5:1-6), and the people responding in song (Revelation 5:9-10). That is why, in 
our own order of worship, there is a movement: God calls us (i.e. the call to assemble and 
worship), God cleanses  us (i.e. a reminder of Christ’s sacrifice), God communes with us (i.e. 
God speaks, and meets us in his Word), and, God commissions us (i.e. God sends us into the 
world to do his will).  

CONCLUSION 

In summary, worship is a meeting of heaven and earth, of God and his people. God is 
uniquely present in our worship (e.g. 1 Corinthians 14:25, “God is really among you”). Worship is 
a command, a privilege and a joy. But, if you look at it more closely, you will realise that the 
elements of worship come together as a reenactment of the chief article of the Christian faith, the 
Gospel . Worship beckons us to reckon with the holiness of God, and produces in us a sense of 46

our unworthiness, and yet a fresh sense of the costliness and graciousness of Christ’s sacrifice in 
our place. Our worship of God is made both possible, and beautiful by the sacrifice of Christ! In 
worship, we get a fresh “sense on the heart” of the truth of the Gospel, and this conforms us more 
and more to Christ ! Worship is both made possible through the Gospel, and is itself shaped by 47

the Gospel, to bring glory to God, and joy to our hearts!


REFLECTION QUESTIONS 

1.	 God commands and requires us to worship for our good. What’s is your response 
to this?


2.	 Worship reenacts the Gospel. Have you seen and experienced that in corporate 
worship? Share your experience.  

 This is known as the “dialogical principle of worship”.45

 Timothy J Keller, “Reformed Worship in the Global City” in “Worship by the Book” ed. D A Carson, page 215.46

 Timothy J Keller, “Reformed Worship in the Global City” in “Worship by the Book” ed. D A Carson, page 205.47


