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The Biblical Need

The central question of human history is: Whom are you going to worship? Adam and Eve in their rebellion answered the question wrongly, turning instead to self-worship and the worship of created things (Gen 3:1-6; Rom 1:21-25); that is our legacy through Adam (Rom 5:12). Jesus Christ, on the other hand, answered the question rightly when Himself tempted by Satan: “It is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God and Him only shall you serve.’ (Matt 4:10). And through His redeeming work He has in turn made possible what A. W. Tozer termed making “worshipers out of rebels.”

If pastors are to faithfully communicate the big picture and scope and trajectory of God’s written revelation to their congregations, they must reflect the fundamental conflict and goal of human history: the appropriate worship of our worthy God. That is their fundamental and highest calling: to call people to be what God is seeking: worshipers (John 4:23).

The Theological Need
The biblical paradigm for all of God’s dealings with mankind takes on the form of revelation and response. God always initiates (unlike in other world religions and belief systems) to make himself known and to draw people into relationship with himself (revelation); but the cycle is not complete unless there is a complementary response on the part of the creature. Worship is in essence the totality of our grateful, obedient response to God’s initiative in revelation and redemption.

     The goal of preaching and teaching the Scriptures is not knowledge about God. Rather it is to know God and to respond to him appropriately with a heart of love and worship. As John Stott has put it: “There should be no theology without doxology. . . . The true knowledge of God will always lead us to worship, as it did Paul. Our place is on our faces before him in adoration.”

The Christological Need
Our worship is acceptable and pleasing to the Father not because of its quality or excellence or “up-to-date-ness,” but rather because of the excellence of the Son, in whose perfect offering of praise the Father takes great delight, and therefore in ours as well as it is subsumed and gathered up into Christ’s own offering.

This grace-oriented, Christ-exalting and unifying understanding of the power behind all true worship must be proclaimed clearly in the face of the present cacophony behind so much practice of worship in our churches today—where marketing techniques, growth orientation, seeker-driven methods, and a worship-equals-singing posture have been winning the day.

The Historical Need
Three historical factors have figured strongly into the neglect of worship in many Western churches in the twentieth century and into the twenty-first.

1. The neglect of preaching and doctrine in the church of the late Middle Ages, which gave rise t the Reformation. As so often is the case, the pendulum has swung to the other extreme, with an overbearing emphasis on teaching and preaching as the only important part of the service (which denies the fullness of the revelation-response parading of Scripture).

2. The reinforcement of this tendency through American revivalism of the nineteenth century; in public evangelism meetings music and singing were seen merely as preliminaries and preparation of the people for the “main event”: the message. As James White has pointed out, this orientation was then imported into church services in the American free church as the normal pattern for worship.

3. The third factor was the evangelical movement of the twentieth century, where we see again the needed defense of the Scriptures, of doctrine, and hence of teaching and preaching in the church. The corporate praises of the people were again subjected to an inferior if not inconsequential position--as merely a warm-up for the evangelistic or expository message.

Pastor need to espouse and model a proper balance of revelation and response in their approach to corporate worship.

The Contemporary Need
The last thirty years have seen an explosion in interest in, and focus on, worship in churches. But at the same time, worship has erupted out of its former benign neglect to become the leading hot button and center of controversy in the church today. What is desperately needed is the teaching of a unified, transdenominational, transcultural, biblical understanding of worship; and also a call to extend grace to others who differ in their application of that understanding. 

The Cultural Need

At issue in the current worship debates is the interface of worship and culture in the context in which a local church finds itself. The church dare not sell out to the surrounding culture, but cannot ignore it either. Like any art form, Christian worship allows for much creative expression, but within defined parameters.  The Bible gives those parameters as well as that freedom. This reflects the reality that “worship is the most universal [following unchanging biblical guidelines] and at the same time the most particular [embodying distinct cultural expressions] of the activities in which Christian communities engage.”

The New Testament does not give us a lot of specifics about how to do worship in the local congregation, but there are a host of biblical principles which can be drawn from the pages of Scripture to guide the leadership of local churches in fashioning biblically appropriate yet culturally meaningful expressions of worship. Pastors need to be “read up” and “prayed up” so that they will be able to lead the discussions about worship which will inevitably arise in their churches and guide the leadership in developing what form that church’s expression will take within those biblical parameters.
 

The Pastoral Need
There is a critical need for pastors to help their congregations to biblically navigate the treacher-

ous worship waters of our day. There is a tremendous (and seemingly irreconcilable) diversity when it comes to people’s tastes and preferences in worship. It’s “every man for himself,” as God’s children ignore the biblical injunctions to “not insist on [one’s] own way,” to “consider one another more important than yourself,” and to “be devoted to one another in brotherly love; give preference to one another in honor” (1 Cor 13:5; Phil 2:3; Rom 12:10). In Byron Anderson’s words, we have been “catechized by consumerism.”

Pastors must be “part of the solution, and not part of the problem” by:

1. being worshipers themselves

2. not abdicating their part in worship planning, leading and evaluating to the musicians solely.

3. guiding the church leadership through a careful study of both the biblical guidelines for worship, and also of the corporate culture of their congregation; and then lead the way, in dialogue with the people, in helping the leadership to chart a course for that church’s worship life.

4. being diligent to preach and teach on worship, reminding the people that worship is for God, not for their own entertainment or fulfillment, and calling them to apply biblical principles of church unity, mutual caring and self-sacrificing love to the church’s worship life—in defiance of the rampant individualism of our age, which so infuses most of our debates about worship styles and forms.

The Homiletical Need
According to John Piper: “Preaching is not conversation. Preaching is not discussion. Preaching is not casual talk about religious things. Preaching is not simply teaching. Preaching heralding of a message permeated by the sense of God’s greatness and majesty and holiness. . . . The Word of God is to come teaching the mind and reaching the heart; showing the truth of Christ and savoring the glory of Christ; expositing the Word of God and exulting in the God of the Word.”
That’s why Piper defines preaching as “expository exultation.” Preaching is in itself an act of worship and a modeling of worship.

The Missiological Need
John Piper has famously stated: “Missions is not the ultimate goal of the church. Worship is. Missions exists because worship doesn’t” (Let the Nations Be Glad, 11).
An important corollary understanding of this concept is to see the Great Commandment (Matthew 22:35-40) as primary, and the Great Commission (Matthew 28:18-20) as a hugely important means to that even greater end. The love for God enjoined in the Great Commandment is vertical in its focus, purely God-centered and -directed, and is eternal in its scope (hence is in fact worship); the Great Commission, on the other hand, is by definition man-centered and –directed and (as Piper says about missions) “a temporary necessity.”
In addition, when we consider that the culmination of the discipleship process involves “teaching them to obey all that [Jesus] commanded [them]” (28:20), we should take note that, according to Jesus himself, the most important of those commanded things is in fact the Great Commandment.

Hence the ultimate consummation of the Great Commission is teaching disciples to be whole-hearted worshipers. 
The Personal Need

Pastors of course want to course turn their people’s hearts towards God. That means they must turn them towards worship. John Stott has written:

If worship is right because God is worthy of it, it is also the best of all antidotes to our own self-centredness, the most effective way to “disinfect us of egotism,” as one writer put it long ago. In true worship we turn the searchlight of our mind and heart upon God and temporarily forget about our troublesome and usually intrusive selves.
 

As the Westminster Shorter Catechism puts it, “Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy Him forever.” God is seeking worshipers (John 4:23). That’s what He wants first and foremost from every member of the congregation, and that must therefore be the pastor’s highest goal.

*”Biblical Principles of Worship

(treating twelve principles, of which the twelfth is dealt with here) may be downloaded

at www.worr.org/articles.  
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