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INTRODUCTION 

 

Worship is one of the controversies that rocks and has the rocked the church in the last 

generation.  Being a Reformed church we have a very deliberate view on worship.  We feel 

that many in the worship wars have missed the central things and got caught up in the 

peripheral aspects of the discussion.  The modern day churches failure in the area of 

worship is due to a failure to understand the full implications of the Gospel.  A Gospel driven 

worship and a Gospel shaped worship has been replaced with a variety of secondary issues 

taking the primary place in worship.  Ironically the Reformed tradition is seen to be the 

weakest church in the area of worship, that its tradition has been surpassed and improved 

on by successive generations.  I want to give an apologetic for the Reformed approach to 

worship as the most biblical and gospel oriented approach to worship.  So I have cast down 

the gauntlet and many modern day Christians would no doubt be mystified by my 

statement.  So let’s begin our look at the area of worship with an overview of wrong and 

right paradigms to worship.1 

 

The worship wars have been fought on various fronts.  The battle lines have been drawn on 

the issues of Contemporary VS Traditional; Instruments VS Acappella; Clergy VS Laity 

involvement, etc.  I want to argue that as important as many of these issues are they are 

not the central issue.  Once you have established the central issue many of these other 

issues are put into perspective. 

 

Although most people see Reformed worship as ascribing to a traditional style this was not 

the original motivation in Reformed worship.  When the Reformation broke out, it is true 

that the Reformers were criticising the RCC for innovation. This however does not mean that 

the Reformed paradigm of worship is to opt for the traditional against the innovative.  The 

various innovations of the RCC which included things like Mass, priestly vestments, 

processions, morality plays, days set apart for reverencing of saints, etc., were all distortions 

of the Gospel.  The Reformers were not a group of conservatives who wanted to reign in the 

style of worship in the RCC because of its rife emotionalism but rather they wanted to stop 

anything that would distort or replace the Gospel.  The Reformation was not first and 

foremost a fight over worship style but the Gospel.  The choice then between traditional 

versus innovative is a red herring because the Reformers insisted that Scripture should be 

the sole authority for how worship should be conducted not a default loyalty to the new or 

the status quo.   

 

                                                        
1
 I am indebted to Michael S. Horton for the basic approach and many of the insights of this message which I 

got from a 14 part series on worship he taught to an adult bible class.   



So when we look at those who are fighting the worship wars on the field of traditional 

versus innovative we disagree with both sides.  The governing principle of worship is not a 

bias for a certain generational expression of worship but a principled worship that is driven 

by the Gospel and governed by the Scriptures.   

 

Another wasted battle is the fight over clergy versus laity involvement.  One modern writer 

talks about the need for a second Reformation where the laity takes up the work of the 

ministry.  This is brought into worship where the fight is seen to be an issue of who is 

involved in the worship service are we all to have a part to play or only office bearers.   

 

More sober discussions around worship today are on the question of giving or getting in 

worship, entertainment vs education based worship services, pews versus theatre seats.  Or 

on the giving side that we are no longer offering a sacrifice of atonement in the mass but 

now a sacrifice of praise.  These are beginning to touch on what lies at the heart of 

Reformed worship but miss the central things.   

 

Gospel-directed worship 

 

The Gospel teaches us about worship.  First and foremost the person giving in the service is 

God we merely respond we do not give.  God’s giving in grace to needy sinners is the 

rationale behind a worship service.  Luther reminds us that God does not need our good 

deeds our neighbour does.  So when we come to church we do not come to give but to get, 

and once we have received we respond.  In days gone by the worship service was called 

‘Divine Service.’  This meant that we come together to be served by God.  Just as God 

served us in adorning human flesh and washed our feet, He continues to condescend and 

humble Himself in service of needy sinners.  Having saved us by grace He continues to meet 

our every need by grace.  Do you see yourself coming to church as wounded and in need of 

healing, sinful and in need of forgiveness, straying and in need of correction, ignorant and in 

need of instruction, poor and in need of supplies, hungry and thirsty in need of food and 

water, harassed and in need of peace, burdened and in need of relief by casting your cares 

on Him?  God has gathered us as a flock and ministers to us as a Shepherd in the worship 

service.   This determines what we do in church. 

 

We only do those things that God has appointed for our blessing in His serving of us, we call 

these the means of grace.  We make sure that we have a God called and equipped teacher 

who feeds us with the word of God. For it is the Word that saves, sanctifies, washes, 

renews, teaches, comforts and instructs, it is the Word that is the Sword of the Spirit.  We 

dare not have empty cisterns that give us no or polluted water.  We are not interested in 

those things that are innovative, famous, trending, effective, appealing if they are not the 

place where God promises to meet and bless us.  If we get entertainment but don’t receive 

sustaining and saving grace we are being robbed.  We minister the word to each other by 

singing to one another the word in psalms, hymns and spiritual songs.  We have the 

preached to us in baptism and the Lord’s supper. 

 



Worship of course is not only about getting, but it is firstly about getting and then giving a 

response of love to God in heartfelt sincerity in light of who He is and what He has done, 

not an empty emoting brought on by our favourite tune.  Since it is the Gospel that shapes 

our worship we stress the indicatives before we get to the imperatives.  The imperatives are 

the commands, the things we must do, loving God and neighbour, being holy and prayerful.  

However, God first serves us and out of what He provides we are enabled to serve.  In 

worship we respond to the Gospel which portrays the vast majesty of Trinity.  In the Gospel 

we see God’s grace, holiness, justice, love, mercy, compassion, kindness, humility, wrath 

and many other things and once we have seen we respond to the truth not merely to the 

external stimulus of music, lights, harmonising vocals, crescendos, dramatic pauses, etc.  

The truth of who God is and what He has done are the facts, the indicatives that motivate 

and enable any worship on our part.  The Gospel is the meal and music is the salt that 

seasons it, too much salt gets your blood pressure up, and we are to never make a meal of 

salt alone.  Isaiah 6 serves as a paradigm for our approach to God in worship. 

 

It begins with a clear view of God and His glory v1-4.  God’s majestic holiness is seen and 

something of His worth is reflected in the relentless and desperate worship of the angels in 

attendance in this royal court scene.  Secondly, having seen God Isaiah can now see himself 

more clearly and realizes his sinfulness v5.  But it does not stop with condemnation but 

moves to grace and a coal from the altar where sacrifices of atonement would usually be 

offered is placed on his lips to cleanse him of his sin v6-7.  Fourthly, it is only then once God 

is seen for who He is in all of His glory, and the sinner saved that God puts the newly 

overawed and cleansed sinner who would be full of peace and joy into His service v8.  

Giving him sufficient grace through this administering of gospel grace strength for a very 

difficult and challenging task.  This is how God meets with us every Sunday.  It is out of our 

knowledge of Him in the Gospel and our experience of His grace that we are sent to do the 

difficult tasks He has called us to.  We do it with a fresh view of His worth and seek His 

glory.  We do it with a fresh renewal in our knowledge of forgiveness and go in joy and 

peace.  And we go with the knowledge that He has sent us and is in control and will 

determine the success He wants.  We do not go trying to earn our forgiveness for that we 

have already freely received.  We go as children not as slaves.  With a child’s confidence not 

a slave mentality.  This logic of events has even shaped some Reformed liturgys so that they 

have early on a prayer of confession of sin, then a pronouncement of forgiveness, and the 

service ends with God sending us with His blessing in the Benediction.   

 

From this point of view then a few criticisms of the worship found in our churches today. 

 

Firstly, we have empty cisterns, things used and practiced in Church that God has not 

appointed and are not a means of grace though they may entertain and provoke emotion.  

Mimes; puppet shows; dance; Spiritual soaking sessions; many of the ways tongues is used; 

songs void of Gospel rich, God centred, truth saturated content; poor preaching, etc.  These 

starve Christians and do not serve the purpose of God serving and shepherding His needy 

people in this world.   

 



Secondly, a failure to root all of the Christian life in the Gospel results in Christians resorting 

to a default works mentality.  True devotion today is seen in doing and giving and 

sacrificing, etc.  However, this overestimates human ability and presents God as a slave 

driver who sends His children out on impossible missions without the resources they need.  

Reformed worship reminds us that we work because we are saved by grace not by our 

works, and because He feeds us regularly by the benefits of Christ’s resurrection by the 

Spirit through the means of grace we receive at Church.  As this filters into our worship so 

that the emphasis is singing at God and not getting from God, and all of the accompanying 

baggage that go with that emphasis.  This also robs us of God’s riches that He seeks to 

make available to us, and instead of coming expectantly with empty hands we bring full 

hands and leave empty handed instead of with full hands. 

 

Scripture-directed worship 

 

Reformed approaches to worship have traditionally divided what should be done in 

corporate worship into two categories, elements and circumstances.  The elements of 

worship are those foundational and most basic ingredients of worship.  These are clearly 

indicated as necessary to our corporate worship in Scripture and every Christian is bound by 

them.  Circumstances are those things that occur in worship which are not necessary which 

can vary in different situations and are governed by wisdom.  Examples of elements would 

be things like preaching, prayer, the Lord’s Supper.  Examples of circumstances would be 

things like time, place, dress, etc.  Given the deluge of innovations in current worship 

practices this is a very big and important question.  Should we have the gifts in our services, 

dance, mime, drama? Can we do away with the preaching for a Christian movie?  Must 

churches practice baptism and the Lord’s Supper if they divide, or can we be like the 

Salvation Army?  What is allowed and what is not allowed in worship and why?   

 

Sola Scriptura is our guide, those things clearly taught or implied in Scripture are to be used.  

We would then add that there is a place for common sense to add certain circumstances of 

worship that are guided by godly wisdom and are in keeping with the elements the Bible 

clearly indicates.  This of course must include the bible rightly interpreted.  The Roman 

Catholics claim to be biblical when they ransack the OT for incense and vestments, but we 

have to take note of what period we are in in Redemptive History.  We are no longer in the 

OT but the NT.  Likewise those who want us to still be living in the book of Acts are 

forgetting that the first century was the foundation laying stage of the church where we 

would expect to see a large concentration of miracles, just like we see in the Exodus.  

However, although God still does miracles today, we are not living in the age of the apostles 

and this affects our expectations regarding the gifts and the miraculous in our services.  We 

look at the NT church and see the things they incorporated.   

 

Here are the elements of worship as we find them in the NT. 

 

Prayer: Romans 1:21, ‘For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give 

thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were 

darkened.’  This verse points out that it is the duty of all persons to give thanks not just 



believers.  1 Timothy 2:1-4, ‘First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, 

intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all people, 2 for kings and all who are in high 

positions, that we may lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly and dignified in every way. 3 

This is good, and it is pleasing in the sight of God our Savior, 4 who desires all people to be 

saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.’  Here Paul is giving instruction to Timothy 

as to how worship should be conducted (1 Tim. 3:15).  Acts 2:42, ‘And they devoted 

themselves to the apostles' teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the 

prayers.’   

 

Scripture reading: This would have been one of the practices of the synagogues that was 

carried over, ‘ And he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up. And as was his 

custom, he went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, and he stood up to read.’ (Luke 

4:16).  And Paul makes sure that the practice continued in the early church, ‘Until I come, 

devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching.’  (1 Timothy 

4:13).   

 

Preaching: ‘preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and 

exhort, with complete patience and teaching.’ (2 Tim 4:2).  Acts 2:42, ‘‘And they devoted 

themselves to the apostles' teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the 

prayers.’   

 

Singing: ‘Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in 

all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts 

to God.’ (Col. 3:16).  ‘addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, 

singing and making melody to the Lord with your heart.’ (Eph. 5:19). 

 

Lord’s Supper and Baptism: Acts 2:42, 1 Corinthians 11, Acts 20:7, ‘On the first day of the 

week, when we were gathered together to break bread, Paul talked with them, intending to 

depart on the next day, and he prolonged his speech until midnight.’  Since baptism is seen 

as the outward initiation into the church it has been viewed as a corporate act of worship 

not to be done in isolation but as a confession of faith before the church, and done by the 

church in the name of the Trinity.   

 

Giving: Giving is not mentioned in the 1689, however we can derive from NT practice that 

giving was seen to be important in the life of the church and done regularly when the 

church met.  1 Cor. 16:2, ‘On the first day of every week, each of you is to put something 

aside and store it up, as he may prosper, so that there will be no collecting when I come.’  

Acts 2:44-45, ‘And all who believed were together and had all things in common. 45 And 

they were selling their possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as 

any had need.’  The ministry of the deacons, and the role of widows, and the principle that 

ministers should reap physical things for spiritual labours also betrays financial giving in the 

church. 

 

Other things that are not necessarily prescribed in Scripture but are in keeping with the 

other elements are: 



 

Call to worship: we see in many psalms in the OT the Scriptures calling on creation and the 

church to praise God.  Reformed churches have taken this as a divine call to worship.  A 

reminder at the beginning of the service of who calls us, thus setting the tone for how we 

should come. 

 

Benediction: Benedictions are the pronouncements of blessings upon God’s people.  The 

power for the blessing does not lie in the power of confession, the office of the one making 

the announcement, but rather the benediction is a word of the grace that is ours, the peace 

that is ours the fellowship that is ours because of the Gospel.  It is more of a statement than 

a prayer.  The fact that Paul often ends his letters or sections of them with these 

benedictions gives us sanction in the NT church to continue to use them.   

 

Creeds: Calvin made use not only of the Bible but the rich heritage of the churches tradition 

incorporating the Apostle’s Creed into the worship service.  This was seen to be a vehicle of 

confessing the faith, a teaching device to inform our faiths and a link to the universal 

church.  Paul is believed to have incorporated early church statements of faith into his 

letters, (1 Cor. 15:1-3, Col. 1:15-20, Phil. 2:6-10).   

Confession and the announcement of forgiveness: various traditions have incorporated 

public confessions of sin into their liturgies, usually followed by a reading that pronounces 

the forgiveness of sins.  This is an attempt to make a Gospel shaped service and a way of 

getting the people to respond to the word as they ought unlike the RCC services where the 

people did not respond.   

 

Testimonies, church announcements, mission reports, and various other items that fit in 

with proper worship could be argued for on the basis of wisdom although there is no 

Scriptural warrant for them.  

 

Let me end by saying a few things about dress.  You will probably recognise that we are 

more formal than informal let me illuminate that point that we are not seen as conservative 

for its own sake.   

Let me read you an excerpt from the book Why Johnny Can’t Sing Hymns, written by T. 

David Gordon, on the issue of formal and informal as it relates to church music and dress.  

Commenting on the fact that every culture has formal rituals for those things that it deems 

important, e.g. receiving awards, funerals, marriages, swearing in ceremonies, which are all 

attended in formal dress; we are now living in an age where ritual and formality is being 

worn away.  He writes: 

‘In this transitional phase, as we move in an increasingly trivial direction and therefore have 

fewer rituals (and forms that attended them) than we once did, at the present moment we 

are somewhat inconsistent.  We haven’t rejected all ritual.  It isn’t uncommon for one of my 

students to show up at church in jeans and a T-shirt, and to stand in front of the church, 

playing a guitar.  The same student, a year later, gets married.  At his wedding, he and his 

groomsmen have rented tuxedos, and the bridesmaids are wearing formal (and expensive!) 

gowns.  Why?  Well, at an intuitive level, people regard their marriages as important and 



significant (and they are), and so they still expend considerable effort and money to ritualize 

the event with forms that confer significance. 

This is all well and good, and I do not object to it.  I merely raise the question whether 

one’s wedding day is as significant as the first day of the week, on which Christ left the 

tomb, and therefore on which the Christian church has always assembled to celebrate our 

release from mortality.’ 

Have we allowed our culture to trivialize the most important time of the week, have we 

bought into the culture of deformalizing everything that we can no longer make our dress in 

worship reflect how we view this time as important? 

 

Paul does have a few things to say about dress in the household of God in 1 Timothy 2:9, 

‘likewise also that women should adorn themselves in respectable apparel, with modesty 

and self-control, not with braided hair and gold or pearls or costly attire.’  Paul calls for 

clothing that is respectable and not excessive in terms of communicating wealth or status.  

We would apply this as nothing too tight, too tiny or too transparent; and leave the designer 

clothes at home.   

 

I hope I have demonstrated that although we are not all commanded to dress the same that 

there are principles which speak to how we should dress and regulate all the various 

circumstances of our worship. 

 

We worship God because this is what we are made for, but we do not do it any old way we 

please.  We come together and the gospel guides us in how we worship in that we come 

primarily to receive in order to give and serve, and we do this in accordance with His word.   

 

  

 

 


