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     We worship God because God created us to worship him.  Worship is at the 

center of our existence; at the heart of our reason for being.  God created us in 

his image-  -an image that would reflect his glory.  In fact the whole creation was 

brought into existence to reflect the divine glory.   

 

The psalmist tells us that the heavens are telling the glory of God; and the 

firmament proclaims his handiwork in Psalm 19.  The Apostle Paul in the prayer 

with which he beings the letter to the Ephesians makes it clear that God created 

us to praise him.  Read Eph. 1:3-6: 

 

3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has 
blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly 
places, 
4 even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, 
that we should be holy and blameless before him. 
5 He destined us in love to be his sons through Jesus Christ, 
according to the purpose of his will, 
6 to the praise of his glorious grace which he freely bestowed on us 
in the Beloved. 
 

     This prayer says much about the worship of the earliest Christians.  It shows 

the consciousness that the first Christians had of the ultimate significance of their 

worship.  They understood themselves to have been destined and appointed to 

live to the praise of God’s glory.  Ephesians 1:12 says …we who first hoped in 

Christ have been destined and appointed to live for the praise of his glory.  When 

the Westminster Confession teaches us, “Man’s chief end is to glorify God and to 

enjoy him forever,” it gives witness to this same basic principle: God created us 

to worship him.  Surely it is here that we must begin when as Reformed 

Christians we ask what worship is.  Worship must above all serve the glory of 

God.   
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     Now there are those today who would justify worship for other reasons.  We 

are told that we should worship because it brings us happiness.  Sometimes 

worship does make us happy, but not always.  We are told that we should 

worship because it will give us a sense of self-fulfillment.  Surely worship does 

fulfill the purpose of our existence but we do not worship because it brings us 

self-fulfillment.  True worship is distinguished form all of these in that it serves 

above all else the praise of God’s glory.  True worship is theocentric or God-

centered. 

 

     Not only did God create us to worship him, but he also commanded us to 

worship him.  The first four of the Ten Commandments concern worship.  The 

first commandment tells us Thou shalt have no other gods before me.  Jesus tells 

us that the first and greatest commandment is that we are to love God with all our 

hearts, all our minds, and all of our souls.  The point is that our worship, our 

deepest devotion, our most ardent love is to be directed to God rather than to 

ourselves.  John Calvin (1509-1564), in his commentary on the Ten 

Commandments says that the first commandment means that we are “with true 

and zealous godliness…to contemplate, fear, and worship, his Majesty; to 

participate in his blessings; to seek his help at all times; to recognize, and by 

praises to celebrate, the greatness of his works- - as the only goal of all the 

activities of this life.”   

 

     The second commandment tells us that we are not to use images or idols in 

our worship, for as the Apostle Paul tells us in Acts 17, God is not represented by 

the art and imagination of men; God created us to be the reflection of his image.  

Turn to Acts 17:22-31. 

 

22 So Paul, standing in the middle of the Areopagus, said: "Men of 
Athens, I perceive that in every way you are very religious. 
 23 For as I passed along, and observed the objects of your worship, I 
found also an altar with this inscription, `To an unknown god.' What 
therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you. 
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 24 The God who made the world and everything in it, being Lord of 
heaven and earth, does not live in shrines made by man, 
 25 nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, 
since he himself gives to all men life and breath and everything. 
 26 And he made from one every nation of men to live on all the face of 
the earth, having determined allotted periods and the boundaries of their 
habitation, 
 27 that they should seek God, in the hope that they might feel after him 
and find him. Yet he is not far from each one of us, 
 28 for `In him we live and move and have our being'; as even some of 
your poets have said, `For we are indeed his offspring.' 
 29 Being then God's offspring, we ought not to think that the Deity is like 
gold, or silver, or stone, a representation by the art and imagination of 
man. 
 30 The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all 
men everywhere to repent, 
 31 because he has fixed a day on which he will judge the world in 
righteousness by a man whom he has appointed, and of this he has given 
assurance to all men by raising him from the dead." 
 

     Taking the second commandment seriously has been fundamental to the 

Reformed understanding of worship.  If today American Protestant worship 

services have confused worship with art, or even worse, if we have confused it 

with entertainment, it is because we have failed to fathom the meaning of the 

second commandment.   

 

     The third commandment tells us that we are not to use the Lord’s name in 

vain.  Vain means empty.  The commandment teaches us to worship God 

honestly and sincerely, to worship God “in spirit and in truth,” to use the words of 

Jesus. 

 

     The fourth commandment tells us to remember, or observe, the worship of the 

Sabbath Day.  This commandment makes the preceding three commandments 

very concrete for us.  Without this commandment it might seem that the law had 

had something much more subjective in mind that actual services of worship.  

Jesus too interpreted this commandment in a very concrete way when he told the 

disciples to celebrate the Lord’s Supper in remembrance of him.  All the way 

through Scripture we find commandments to worship God, and commandments 
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regarding worship.  All of these are in fact and unfolding and an interpretation of 

these basic four commandments.  True worship is an act of obedience to the law 

of God.  Reformed theology with its Augustinian sense for the continuity between 

the Old and New Testaments has taken very seriously what the first tablet of the 

law has to say about worship. 

 

This then is the first characteristic of Reformed worship: it is worship 

which is according to Scripture. 

 

The Reformers taught that Christian worship should be in obedience to God’s 

Word as it is reveled in Holy Scripture.  At the beginning of the Reformation, we 

find this principle taught by Martin Bucer (1491-1551), the leading Reformer of 

the city of Strasbourg, one of the first cities of that day to actually attempt 

liturgical reform in the Catholic church.  As Bucer put it, it is only the worship 

which God asks of us which really serves him.  As Bucer and his colleagues 

understood it, God directs us above all to worship him by the proclamation of his 

Word, the giving of alms, the celebration of communion, and the ministry of 

prayer.  This Bucer gathered from the text of Acts 2:42 which tells of the worship 

of the young church, And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and 

fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. 

 

     John Oecolampadius (1482-1531), the Reformer of Basel, and one of the 

most respected scholars of his age, developed at considerable length what the 

early Reformed theologians meant by worship that was according to Scripture.  

As Oecolampadius well understood, the Bible does not provide us with any ready 

made liturgies or services of worship.  Nevertheless the church should develop 

services of worship in accordance with whatever specific directions and 

examples are to be found in Scripture.  When Scripture does not give specific 

directions, then in such matters we should be guided by scriptural principles.  As 

Oecolampadius understood it, the worship of the church should be consistent 
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with such essential principles as justification by faith, the grace of God, and 

above all Christian love. 

 

     While the Reformers understood the Scriptures to be their sole authority they 

were very interested in how generations of Christians down through history had 

understood the Scriptures (that is, the interpreted in community).  Studying the 

history of Christian worship they found many good examples of how the church 

had truly understood Scripture.  Often the Fathers of the ancient church had 

been most faithful witnesses to the authority of Scripture.  For instance, the 

Reformers learned from Athanasius about Christian psalmody (sing of psalms in 

worship), from Ambrose about catechetical instruction (instruction through the 

catechism), from John Chrysostom about preaching (who was nicknamed 

“Golden Mouth” because of his great exegetical sermons), and from Augustine 

they learned about how the sacraments were used in worship.  Their of Church 

history alerted them to the way the church had through many centuries 

maintained a faithful witness, and also the way the church confused that witness.  

One often asks why today we should study the Reformers.  We study the 

Reformers for the same reason the Reformers studied the Church Fathers.  They 

are the witnesses to the authority of Scripture.  The Reformers studied the 

patristic commentaries on Scripture because it enriched their own understanding 

of Scripture.  Today we study the Reformers because they throw so much light 

on the pages of the Bible.  We study the Reformers ultimately because their 

understanding of Scripture was so profound. 

 

     The second fundamental of Christian worship is that it should be in the name 

of Christ.  We begin our worship as Christians by being baptized into his name.  

It is in his name that the Christian congregation is assembled, remembering the 

promise that when two or three are gathered together in his name he is present 

with us as Matthew 18:20 teaches.  To do something in someone’s name is to do 

it as the agent of someone else.  It is to do something in the service of someone 

else.  The preaching and teaching of the Apostles was likewise in the name of 
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Jesus.  It was in the name of Jesus because he commissioned the church to 

continue that ministry of preaching and teaching which he began.  The church is, 

as Jesus put it, to teach all things whatsoever I have commanded you.  Christian 

worship is in the name of Christ because worship is a function of the body of 

Christ and as Christians we are all one body.  All of our worship must be in him!  

As Colossians 3:15-17 says: 

 

15 And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you 
were called in the one body. And be thankful. 
 16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teach and admonish one 
another in all wisdom, and sing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs 
with thankfulness in your hearts to God. 
 17 And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of 
the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him. 
 

Finally, worship is far more than merely a human work.  Worship is the work of 

the Holy Spirit.  The Scriptures are clear about prayer being the work of the Holy 

Spirit within us.  As the Apostle Paul tells us it is the Holy Spirit who cries within 

us when we pray according to Romans 8:15-27.  Paul tells us that when we pray, 

“Our Father,” it is the Holy Spirit praying within our hearts.  Romans 8:15-16 

says: 

 

15 For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, 
but you have received the spirit of sonship. When we cry, "Abba! 
Father!" 
 16 it is the Spirit himself bearing witness with our spirit that we are 

children of God… 

 

     They hymns and psalms that are sung in worship are spiritual songs.  

“Spiritual songs” meaning of or from the Holy Spirit.  Even the preaching of the 

church in worship is to be in the Spirit according to 1 Corinthians 12:7-8: 

 

7 To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common 
good. 
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 8 To one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and 
to another the utterance of knowledge according to the same 
Spirit… 

 
Christian worship should be understood as empowered by the Spirit, directed by 

the Spirit, purified by the Spirit, and bears the fruit of the Spirit.  All Christian 

worship is Spirit-filled.  True worship comes from those who are in Christ and 

have been consecrated by His Spirit when they were baptized into one Body of 

Christ by the Spirit.  It is the Holy Spirit who purifies our worship by his continual 

work of sanctification.  By purifying the worshipers the worship is made pure.  

When we worship, having our minds enlightened by the Spirit, our lives cleansed 

by the Spirit, our wills moved by the Spirit, and our hearts warmed by the Spirit, 

then our worship is transformed from being a mere human work into being a 

great divine work! 

 

     But if worship is a divine work, it is God’s saving work among us.  It is God’s 

work of building up the church.  It is this point which is made when the 

Westminster Shorter Catechism tells us that word, prayer, and sacraments are 

means of grace.  In Q. 88 of the Shorter Catechism, it says: “The outward and 

ordinary means whereby Christ communicates to us the benefits of redemption 

are through the Word, Sacraments and prayer.  From the very beginning, 

Reformed theologians have been fond of speaking of worship as being edifying.  

Martin Bucer in particular liked to use this word to describe Christian worship.  He 

had in mind the passage in 1 Cor. 14, where the Apostle Paul tells us that 

everything in the service of worship should edify the church, that is, it should 

teach or build up the church.  Read 1 Cor. 14:1-5. 

 

RSV 1 Corinthians 14:1 Make love your aim, and earnestly desire 
the spiritual gifts, especially that you may prophesy. 
 2 For one who speaks in a tongue speaks not to men but to God; 
for no one understands him, but he utters mysteries in the Spirit. 
 3 On the other hand, he who prophesies speaks to men for their 
upbuilding and encouragement and consolation. 
 4 He who speaks in a tongue edifies himself, but he who 
prophesies edifies the church. 
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 5 Now I want you all to speak in tongues, but even more to 
prophesy. He who prophesies is greater than he who speaks in 
tongues, unless some one interprets, so that the church may be 
edified. 
 
 

Worship which puts first the praise of God’s glory, worship which is 

according to God’s Word, worship which serves God and God alone does 

in fact edify the church. 

 

It edifies the church because it is the word of the Holy Spirit in the body of Christ.  

When in the worship of the church the Word is truly preached and the 

sacraments rightly administered, then God calls, teaches, and leads his people 

into righteousness.  When we worship as the body of Christ, united by God’s 

Spirit, we are truly made participants in the coming kingdom.  It is in worship that 

we hear the good news of our salvation, that we are saved from our sins and 

transformed into the image of Christ.  If God has commanded us not to worship 

him by creating images of our own art and imagination it is because he wants us 

to be his image as the body of Christ.  Worship is the workshop where we are 

transformed into his image.  When we are transformed into his image, we then 

truly reflect his glory.  It is then through the ministry of praise and prayer, the 

ministry of Word and Sacrament that we are transformed to offer that spiritual 

worship which the Apostle Paul tells us is acceptable to God in Romans 12:1-2: 

 

RSV Romans 12:1 I appeal to you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of 
God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to 
God, which is your spiritual worship. 
 2 Do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewal of 
your mind, that you may prove what is the will of God, what is good and 
acceptable and perfect. 
 

 
     Remember people of God, this is what is meant when it is said that worship is 

the work of the Holy Spirit in the body of Christ to the glory of the Father.  Our 

worship is ultimately Triune as we worship Father, Son and Holy Spirit, yet as 
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one body.  Our Great God whom we worship is also Triune in Persons, yet one in 

substance, power and glory. 

CRB 
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