
 

O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge 
of God! 

For from him and through him and to him are all things. 
To him be the glory forever.  Amen. 

I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters,  
by the mercies of God, to present your bodies 

as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God,  

which is your spiritual worship.1 
              -----Paul the Apostle 

 

Can any praise be worthy of the Lord’s majesty? 
How magnificent his strength! How inscrutable his wisdom! 

Man is one of your creatures, Lord, and his instinct is to praise you. 
… The thought of you stirs him so deeply that he cannot be content 

unless he praises you, because you made us for yourself 

and our hearts find no peace until they rest in you.2 
      -----St. Augustine of Hippo 

 

 The creature called human will worship.  The only uncertainty remaining 

is who or what.  The Apostle Paul argues that in light of the mercy gifted to 

humankind through the work of the Messiah Jesus, the most sensible worship 

should be offered to the God of the Jews.  A God who seeks no mere gift offered 

at his altar, but rather is most pleased with the sacrificial offering of the whole 

human self.  Some 340 years later, Paul‟s words are echoed and amplified by the 

Bishop of Hippo who correctly sees Man as an essentially worshiping being.  

This ache to worship, Augustine maintains, can never be truly assuaged until it is 

directed toward the one true Creator and Sustainer of all things. 

 It should come as no surprise, therefore, that one of the inescapable 

marks of Christian people is corporate worship.  Across denominational 
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 Rom. 11.33, 36 & 12.1, New Revised Standard Version (NRSV). 

 
2
 Confessions trans. R.S. Pine-Coffin (New York: Penguin Books, 1961), 21. 
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boundaries, Christian worship is at once the most unifying and the most divisive 

practice.   All worship the Triune God, whether Baptist, Roman Catholic, or 

Pentecostal; but the divides over certain practices, and the theologies 

surrounding those practices are perennially the cannon fodder for what has come 

to be labeled as “worship wars”.  From the emotional 16th century debates 

between Luther and Zwingli over the nature of Communion, to 21st century 

church splits over the style of worship music and the use of technology, 

Christians seem to spend more time “warring” than actually worshiping.3   

One positive by-product of such division and debate is a growing, and 

increasingly fervent, interest amongst clergy and laity in the theology and history 

of Christian worship.4  The questions we need to be asking and answering 

include:  What is the basis for corporate worship?  What role and function does 

worship play in the life of the church?  What priority should worship have (in 

relation to evangelism, works of compassion, etc.)?  

 By seeking the instruction of the Apostle Paul as it relates to these and 

other related questions, one may hope to shed some guiding light on the current 

interest and debate.  It seems, however, that more than just increased clarity is 

needed.  Speaking mainly for Evangelicals, (especially those who can generically 

be group into the “low church” or “free-style” category) it is needful to appeal to 

                                                           
3
 Despite the grim assessment, the last half century has seen a significant degree convergence in 

Christian worship practices.  Since Vatican II (1963) and the liturgical renewal within Roman Catholicism, 

virtually every main-line Protestant denomination (Episcopal, Methodist, Lutheran, Presbyterian) has 

followed suit and have also experienced extensive worship and liturgical revision.  All have produced new 

hymnals and books of worship which have much in common.  Additionally, traditionally “high church” 

denominations have experienced within themselves movements towards the contemporary or “free-style” 

kinds of worship; and for traditionally “low church” denominations vice versa.  

 
4
 Robert E. Webber, for example, has edited a seven volume compendium on Christian worship!  

The Complete Library of Christian Worship 7 vols. (Star Song Publishing Group, 1993). 
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Paul also as an authority who is able not only to guide and direct, but also to 

correct and reprove. 

 The primary Scriptural material for the study that follows will come from 

Romans 11:33-12:2 and from 1 Corinthians 11-14.  From this Pauline material, I 

hope to produce:  (a) a theological foundation for worship, (b) a brief description 

of the forms and “styles” of Pauline worship,  (c) an exploration of the role and 

function of corporate worship in the life of the New Testament church, and (d) an 

application of Paul‟s theology of worship to contemporary Evangelical practice. 

To God Be The Glory Forever! 

 “For Paul the gathered church was first of all a worshipping community 

(Phil. 3.3).”5  In his epistles, Paul safely pitches his tent on the firm ground that 

frequent gatherings for worship are a given.  Rather than finding comments like, 

“I am astonished that you Corinthians have so quickly neglected the meeting 

together of the whole body!”, we find comments like, “…when you come 

together….”6  The issues Paul addresses in his letters concerning worship have 

to do with how they were, not if they were.  Worship was a normative part of the 

Christian life and not a strange anomaly.  

 In Romans 1 and 2, Paul lays out the disturbing truth about humankind.  

Even though God had provided humanity with knowledge of himself clearly 

manifest in nature, they refused to acknowledge God and live lives of 

                                                           

 
5
Gordon Fee, Paul, the Spirit, and the People of God (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 
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6
 1 Cor. 11.17, et.al.  
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thankfulness.7  This ingratitude was truly a rebellion against our very creator—

unwittingly (perhaps) mankind had declared war against Almighty God!  Despite 

the horribleness of our human rebellion and sin, God extended mercy and 

forgiveness to us in Christ (Romans 8).  The only appropriate response is 

thankfulness and worship!8  Paul, himself, could not help responding in worship 

and praise as he reached the end of his discourse on salvation in 11:33-36.  As 

Dunn states at the end of his commentary on these verses:  

   In an argument which began with man‟s rebellion against God as creator 
(1.18-25), what could be more appropriate than a final acclamation of God the 
creator?  In the final analysis the election of Israel, the gospel outreach to the 
Gentiles, the whole course of salvation-history itself, are simply aspects of the 
most fundamental relation of all, that of the Creator with his creation.  To him 
alone be the glory forever.  Amen.9 

 

Paul purposely paints a dark and foreboding picture of humanity‟s dire 

condition and then contrasts it, as sharply as possible, with the glaring light of 

God‟s mercies extended in the person and work of Jesus Christ.  The most 

logical response in light of God‟s dealings with humankind, Paul seems to be 

arguing, is total worship and submission!  Romans 12.1 cannot, therefore, be 

viewed as an incidental shift from theological discourse to a sundry list of 

unrelated ethical demands.  Rather, chapters 1-11 set the stage for 12-15.  

Worship and holy living are grounded firmly in the life-giving soil of the 

incomprehensible mercies of God!   

                                                           
7
As David Peterson states: “Foundational to the apostle’s thinking about worship is his teaching 

about humanity’s refusal to glorify and serve God acceptably (1.18-2.29).”  From “Worship and Ethics in 

Romans 12,” Tyndale Bulletin 44.2 (Nov. 1993): 276. 

  
8
Insights gleaned from J.D.G Dunn, Black’s New Testament Commentary, vol. VI, The Epistle to 

the Romans, revised edition (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1991), 704-18.  

 
9
Ibid, 704.  
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 Two terms in Romans 12:1 deserve closer scrutiny:  logike 

(“spiritual/reasonable”) and latreia (“worship”).  Firstly, it should be noted that 

Paul, in Romans 12:1-2, is standing the conventional practice of religion squarely 

on its head.  Undoubtedly, the believers in Rome to whom Paul is writing were 

thought to be rather strange by both Jews and Romans.  After all, they had no 

shrines, no temples, no idols, and they offered no animal sacrifices.10  Perhaps 

most startlingly, they did not even practice the pouring out of libations!  One can 

imagine the average First Century, Roman Christian in debate with one of his 

pagan friends over whether or not following after this crucified God named Jesus 

could even be considered a proper religion in the first place! 

 With this in mind, we turn to the term “worship.”  Paul does use another, 

more technical, term for worship elsewhere (proskunein, 1 Cor. 14.25).  This 

has lead some to argue that since Paul uses a less cultic term in Rom 12.1, he is 

insisting that the new life in Christ has done away with anything that smacks of 

temple worship.11 Further, since Paul so rarely, on balance, addresses corporate 

worship it could be implied that acts of corporate worship are to be placed low on 

the priority list for Christians.  It could be argued that the thing of paramount 

importance for the believer, as it relates to the practice of worship, is the daily 

surrendering to God in a spiritual and/or ethical sense.  Admittedly, there is little 

doubt that Paul‟s main thrust in these verses is very near such a conclusion, but 

as Thompson has stated so well: “All of life may be „worship‟, but all of worship is 

                                                           
10

Ben Witherington III, Paul’s Narrative Thought World (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox 

Press, 1994), 306-07. 

 
11

Thompson names some who have come to this conclusion in his discussion on Paul’s view of 

worship, see pgs. 127-28.  
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not simply everyday obedience.”12  Surely it is, in fact, Paul‟s point that worship 

no longer be considered in a technical, cultic sense, as just a single act on a 

certain day that has no relevance on all other days.  Indeed, for the follower of 

Christ, worship is no longer to be thought of as merely an action performed (so 

that the deity will do as the worshiper desires), but rather as a lifestyle that puts 

God in his rightful place above the self.   

Man, in his rebellion against God (Rom. 1-2) attempted to place himself 

above the Almighty.  For those who are in Christ, however, the proper order of 

the universe has been restored:  The Creator in lordship above his creatures.  

This may help us understand the second key term, logike.  It is commonly 

translated as “spiritual” or “reasonable.”  The danger in using “spiritual” lies in the 

over emphasis that is often laid upon the inward aspect of a Christian‟s piety and 

worship.  In church history there have been those who have rejected the 

sacraments and ritual in general on this basis. On the other hand, translating 

logike as “reasonable” has its own problems, because there is a great 

temptation to tie it to the “renewing of the mind” Paul mentions in verse two.  Just 

as worship and piety cannot be reduced to the inward “spiritual” realm alone, 

neither should it be reduced to the merely mental or rational realm.  Such 

reductionism is foreign to a Jewish (and therefore Pauline) anthropology that 

sees body, mind and spirit as roughly distinguishable parts of a unified whole.  

Dunn provides a convincing solution when he says:  
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…it would be closer to Paul‟s thought to say that the worship he calls 
for is logike as being proper for man the creature—the logical expression of 
his creatureliness properly understood and lived out (in contrast to 1:21,25).13 

 

Rather than indicating a solely rational or purely spiritual worship, in using 

logike, Paul is calling Christians to daily live out the reality of their 

“creatureliness”—because to offer ourselves as living sacrifices to God is an act 

of submission which acknowledges God‟s proper place in the universe.  It is 

living a life of gratitude and thanksgiving!  In using the cultic language and the 

phrase “spiritual/reasonable worship,” Paul is offering a picture of the Christian 

life as a whole. 

This life is not shut off in a separate compartment from those times and 
places when „worship‟ is offered.  Life itself becomes an act of worship—
particularly reasonable worship in contrast to the idolatry that rejects the 
Creator.  Hence all that is said and done is now to be accompanied with 
thanksgiving (Col. 3.17) to the glory of God (1 Cor. 10.31).14 

 
Two significant implications can now be drawn:  1) Christian worship (both 

corporate and individual daily piety) is the appropriate human response to who 

God is and what he has done (Rom. 11:33-36), specifically in Christ.  Worship is 

not offered to God in order to gain his mercy and favor, for it has already been 

given in Christ!  2) Christian worship is an act and attitude that restores God and 

humanity to their proper places in the universe.  Rather than trying to ignore or 

usurp God‟s place, Christian men and women now live thankful lives under the 

submission of their gracious Creator. 
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Romans, 712.  
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Thompson, 131.  
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If God in Christ is the focus and object of worship, the Holy Spirit is its 

power source.  Paul sees the Spirit‟s role in worship as indispensable (1 Cor. 

15.6,24,26),15  since worship itself is done in and by the Spirit.16 The workings of 

the Holy Spirit within the church are viewed as a key consequence of living in the 

eschatological age.  The Spirit is no longer given on a temporary basis for a 

specific task as was the case in Old Testament times; rather the Spirit actually 

resides within every individual Christian.17  It is when these individuals gather for 

worship that the work of the Holy Spirit is especially evident for the purpose of 

building up the church as a whole.18  Thompson neatly ties together the 

components of soteriology, and pneumatology, as they relate to worship:  

“[Worship] begins and ends with God, whose mercies in Christ by the Spirit are 

the ground, motivation, and enablement of praise.” 19 

Orderly Freedom: Shapes and Patterns of Pauline Worship 

 The earliest picture of Christian worship is provided in Acts 2.42, which 

states that the early Jewish Christians in the fresh glow of Pentecost “devoted 

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

the prayers.”20  Despite the passage‟s brevity, it can be ascertained that the 
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Fee, Paul, the Spirit, and the People of God, 154.  

 
16

Geoffry W. Bromily, “History of New Testament Worship,” in The Biblical Foundations of 

Christian Worship, vol. I of The Complete Library of Christian Worship, ed. Robert E. Webber (Peabody 

MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1993), 110.   
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 1 Cor. 12.13.  
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Fee, Paul, the Spirit, and the People of God, 152.  

 
19

pg. 129.  

 
20
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pattern of specifically Christian worship very early on borrowed heavily from the 

basic pattern of synagogue worship.21  Willimon lists the following as basic 

elements to synagogue worship: the Shema! (Hear, O Israel: the LORD is our 

God, the LORD is One!), the benedictus: “Bless the Lord…”, continuous scripture 

lessons from the Torah, Prophets and Writings, interpretation of the lesson(s), 

and singing of Psalms and prayer.22   

 Turning now to Paul‟s letters, our focus is 1 Corinthians 11-14 where he 

specifically addresses issues concerning corporate worship.  First, worship was 

to be the work of all the people of God, each making his or her contribution for 

the good of the whole: “When you come together, each one has a hymn, a 

lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation.  Let all things be done for 

building up.”23  Key to Pauline worship was the leitourgia, the “liturgy” of all the 

people.  It literally means a public work which is done on behalf of the whole 

community.24  Worship for the average Christian in a Pauline church was an 

active event, not a passive one where everyone sits idly by and watches the 

machinations the pastor and/or “worship leader.”25   

                                                           

 
21

There is much debate, however, as to whether or not an accurate picture of First Century 

synagogue worship can be reconstructed.  See William H. Willimon, Word, Water, Wine & Bread (Valley 

Forge, PA: Judson Press, 1980), 16.  

 
22

pgs. 14-15.  

 
23

1Cor. 14.26 NRSV  

 
24

Kenneth O. Gangel, “A Living Liturgy for Contemporary Christians: An Exposition of Romans 

11:33-12:2,” Journal of Christian Education (US) vol. III, no.1 (1982): 5.  

 
25

Eduard Schweizer, “The Service of Worship: An Exposition of 1 Corinthians 14,” Interpretation 

vol. 13, no. 4 (Oct. 1959): 401.  
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Secondly, Pauline worship also included several actions sodden with the 

supernatural: Prayer in tongues (glossalalia), prophecy (revelation that is 

situation specific), and spontaneous songs inspired by the Holy Spirit.26  Some of 

these songs or hymns have been preserved for us by Paul himself in his epistles 

(whether they were originally the products of spontaneous inspiration, or more 

pedestrian means is uncertain).  The patterns of these hymns include Christ‟s 

humbling act of becoming a lowly human and his subsequent death, followed by 

his resurrection and exaltation by God.27   

Pauline worship contained (to put it mildly) a lively tension between the 

spontaneous interjection of works of the Holy Spirit and the more mundane and 

premeditated.  There is more than a little irony in Paul‟s explicit command that 

public worship be orderly (1 Cor. 14.39-40), for he seems to be insisting on some 

kind of a “planned spontaneity”.  We in the West refer to such as an oxymoron.   

The Semitic mind of Paul‟s time, however, would have felt perfectly at home!  As 

noted previously, the Apostle believed that the Spirit is the enabler for both the 

worship and the worshippers.  The Spirit‟s role is not to be diminished.  Gordon 

Fee and J.D.G. Dunn emphasize the leading role of the Spirit in worship, but then 

make the incorrect conclusion that Christian worship, as conceived by Paul, was 

almost entirely spontaneous.28  While Paul affirms the need to allow significant 
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Witherington, Paul’s Narrative Thought World, 309. 
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see Phil. 2.6-11; Col. 1.15-20, 1 Tim. 3.16 (also see Eph. 1.3-14 for a more general “hymn” of 

praise).  

 
28

Fee, Paul, the Spirit, and the People of God, 154; Dunn, Unity and Diversity in the New 

Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1977), 129:  “Here, beyond dispute, Paul conceives of 
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room for the Spirit to do his work, he also calls for a reliable order and structure 

to keep the Spirit‟s spontaneity from becoming human chaos.29  Wayne Meeks 

contends that even the most spontaneous act of worship, namely tongues, 

occurres within predictable times and forms—glossalalia and ritual are not 

necessarily “polar opposites”.30 

Simply put, it is a false dichotomy to separate spontaneity and orderliness 

as somehow mutually exclusive.  In Paul‟s thinking they seem to complement 

one another, and the Holy Spirit works equally through both.  The two provide a 

necessary tension, and when one is emphasized to the diminution of the other, 

worship itself is out of balance. 

“Let All Things Be Done For Building Up.” 

Clearly worship is, first, a vertical act.  That is, in response to God‟s 

mercies in Christ, by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, and through an orderly 

pattern of behavior, the worshiper is directed heavenward, to Heaven‟s King.  

Due to the human creature‟s earthly existence, it must also be clearly explained 

how corporate worship functions horizontally—i.e., what purpose does it serve for 

those who make up the church? 

                                                                                                                                                                             

worship as a very spontaneous affair, without regular structure or form, and wholly dependent on the 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit” (emphasis mine).  

 
29

Bromily, 106.  

 
30

The First Urban Christians: The Social World of the Apostle Paul (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1983), 

148-49:  “…even the extreme form of antistructural behavior, glossalalia, has also its forms and occasions, 

some of them very specific and rigid. . . . Not only does glossalalia in modern groups occur at predicable 

times in the service, framed by rather clearly defined ritual procedures; there are also quite specific verbal 

formulas and physical actions that to some extent channel and limit the ecstatic behavior.” 
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On the horizontal plane, everything done in worship passes or fails on the 

standard of whether or not it builds up and edifies the body—the people of God 

(1 Cor. 14.26).  How is this “body-building” accomplished?  It is done primarily by 

means of identity formation.  “Without question, one of the most important and 

formative contexts in which a Christian learned and expressed what she or he 

was in a Pauline community, was in worship.”31  I contend further that the main 

vehicle for Christian identity formation is through the use of ritual in worship. 

“Ritual”, an ugly term in our culture, implies actions that are repetitive, 

boring, perfunctory, empty, and out-dated.  Many a sociologist or anthropologist 

will confirm, however, that many things we do (both in worship and in our daily 

lives) are quite ritualistic.  Truly, no matter how free and spontaneous a person 

believes his or her church to be during its worship service, ritual is always 

involved.32  Sociological studies have shown, in fact, that “rituals reflect the 

fundamental values of a community--- what it believes to be of first importance.”33   

Meeks argues that ritual does more than simply reflect or communicate the 

fundamental beliefs and values of a particular group or the larger society.34  

“Ritual did not merely encode ideas that could be expressed otherwise; rather, it 

created the essential categories of human thought. . . . they create as well as 

reflect social reality.”35 Precisely because ritual is so undervalued in many 
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Witherington, Paul’s Narrative Thought World, 306. 
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See footnote #36 above!  
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Witherington, Paul’s Narrative Thought World, 307.  
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Meeks, The First Urban Christians, 141.  
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Ibid.  
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Evangelical churches, Meeks provides a significant insight for understanding the 

key role of ritual within Christian worship for the “building up” of believers.  For 

“ritual does not only or primarily convey information, it does something”!36 

For example, ritual serves as a means for remembering and “re-

presenting” the “saving events” that have brought the church into being and given 

it its identity.37  One of the major vehicles for “remembering” in Pauline thought is 

the Lord‟s Supper, as the “words of institution” indicate in 1 Cor. 11.24-25.  

Certainly, remembering the mercies of God and the work of Christ was not 

limited to the sacraments.  Scripture reading, prayer, and praise should also be 

included as identity forming actions.  Even the “hymns, psalms, and spiritual 

songs” sung in worship should not be viewed as simply a way to get the 

congregation emotionally stirred-up for worship and service.  Rather, their 

primary function was teaching and admonishing, remembering and re-

presenting.38  While a song or a prayer is a legitimate act of remembering, they 

cannot be said to be on the same footing with Scripture and the Sacraments.  

After all, the most tangible means of remembering for the faithful is in the 

sacraments-- baptism and the Lord‟s Supper; for they are more than words 

spoken or sung, they are actions to be experienced by all the senses—sight, 

sound, feeling, taste and smell! 
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To see ritual remembering as an act that involves all five senses is to 

begin to get at the Jewish understanding of remembering.  To remember is not 

merely an act of recalling certain mental images or conjuring up certain feelings 

from the past.  Rather, a Jewish (and Pauline) understanding of “„remember‟ 

suggests not only subjectively recalling the dead past, but, in the active sense, 

objectively recalling the past so that it is again present and living.”39  Now, it is 

important to note here, that this view falls between two poles.  At one end is a 

ritualistic act that merely represents a past event, and on the other, a 

pagan/magical view where the present act and the past event are seen to have a 

one-to-one correlation.  The Jew (and the Christian until the Enlightenment) 

avoids the two extremes by believing that the symbol or ritual act has an intimate 

connection with the reality it points to.40  For example, Paul warns the Corinthians 

very strongly about the danger of buying into a magical view of the Lord‟s 

Supper.  Paul insists in 1 Cor. 10.1-12 that they are in danger of committing the 

same sin of presumption as the Israelites did in the wilderness.  “The Corinthians 

were falling into the error of supposing that because they had baptism and 

enjoyed spiritual food and drink they were secure against sin,”41 and could 

therefore sin as much as they wanted!  
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D.E.H. Whiteley, The Theology of St. Paul (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1964), 178.  

 
40

Note that this view would sit well with neither some Protestants who hold that the Communion 

elements merely represent Christ’s body and blood, nor Roman Catholics who see a one-to-one correlation 

(i.e., transubstantiation) between Christ’s body and blood and the elements!  

 
41

C.K. Barrett, Church, Ministry, and Sacraments in the New Testament (Exeter, Great Britain: 

Paternoster Press, 1985), 63-64.  



 15 

Since the sacraments are key components for identity formation of the 

believer, what specific realities does Paul believe these sacred rituals should be 

creating in the life of the church?  At the center of both baptism and the Lord‟s 

Supper, is the death and resurrection of Christ.  In baptism, the new believer is 

said by Paul to be symbolically buried and raised with Christ (Rom 6.4; Col. 

2.12).  Paul states in 1 Cor. 11.26 that in the celebration of the Lord‟s Supper, 

Christ‟s death (which must also imply his resurrection) is “proclaimed”.  The two 

sacraments serve as a highly complementary means of identity formation for 

both individual believers and the corporate church.  “[J]ust as Paul understood 

baptism as the initiating act into church membership, so he understood the Lord‟s 

Supper as a continual renewal of that membership.”42  Put another way, “the 

eucharist is, as it were, the visible demonstration of what was effected by 

baptism.”43   

The sacraments also function to provide the negative side of identity 

formation by establishing boundaries.  Christian worship is inclusive, in that 

anyone may confess Jesus as Lord (Jew or Gentile, slave or free, man or 

woman) and be a full-fledged member of the group; but it is also exclusive44, one 
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cannot simultaneously be a practicing pagan and a Christian (1 Cor. 10.21).45  

Significantly, it is at the Lord‟s Supper that this boundary of exclusion is most 

strictly guarded.  As Beker states, “Although nonbelievers and sympathizers are 

not excluded from the assembly. . . (1 Cor. 14.23-25), they are obviously 

excluded from the Lord‟s meal (1 Cor. 16.22).”46  

Perhaps one area of identity formation that Paul is most adamant about, 

as it relates to the Eucharist, is unity within the body of believers.  The central 

problem Paul is addressing in 1 Cor. 11-14 is that some “factions” in the 

Corinthian churches were more concerned about fellow members of their social 

class than they were about seeing to it that their actions were building up the 

entire body.  It seems that the wealthy, upper-class Christians who were 

providing the food and space for the celebration of the Lord‟s Supper (which 

comprised a full meal) were acting in ways contrary to the very Christian unity 

inherent in the sacrament.  “Ironically, the focus of unity had become the focus of 

division….”47  Gerd Theissen is certainly right when he claims that the core of the 

problem at Corinth concerning the Lords‟ Supper was of a social nature.48  The 

wealthy had segregated themselves from the lower class members of the church 

                                                                                                                                                                             

fuzzies” of God’s presence; instead Paul hoped the seeker would feel convicted by what he or she heard 
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and were eating larger portions of better quality food before the others were 

served .49  Rather than increasing unity in Christ, the wealthier Christians… 

made it plain to all just how much the rest were dependant on them, 
and dependent on the generosity of those who were better off.  Differences in 
menu are a relatively timeless symbol of status and wealth, and those not so 
well off came face to face with their own social inferiority at a most basic 
level.50 

 
It could be argued that the rich Corinthians were merely doing what was culturally 

expected of them.51  Paul, however, wanted to use the ritual of the Lord‟s Supper 

(11.23-26) to stress the unity and equality that should exist in the Christian 

community, if not in the culture at large.  Ritual, within worship, becomes 

formational by acting as a corrective.   

Implications For Today 

 The actual practice of Christian worship has always been a source of 

controversy and dissension.  The Apostle to the Gentiles reveals that it has 

always been so and, barring the Parousia, shall always be.  This hardly means 

that leaders and practitioners of worship should take a laissez faire approach to 

the “worship wars” raging around us and in our own churches.  Paul reminds us it 

is worthwhile to enter the fray for some things.  The authoritative voice of the 

Apostle on the theology, practice and value of worship, leads lead me to be quite 

concerned by certain aspects of current Evangelical thought and practice.  The 

                                                           

 
49

Ibid., 153-55. 

  
50

Ibid., 160.  

 
51

For a fascinating look into the sociological background underling 1 Cor. 11.17-35, see 

Witherington’s Conflict and Community in Corinth (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Co., 1995), 241-52.  



 18 

rather un-reflective trend evident in many so-called “contemporary” or “emergent” 

congregations especially gives me pause. 

 Paul makes clear that worship‟s object is the almighty and holy God of 

heaven and earth, who has extended mercy to his rebellious creatures through 

the work of Christ.  The purpose of worship is to respond to God‟s mercy with a 

life exuding adoration and thanksgiving which is most fully expressed in the 

gathered community of believers who are empowered by the Holy Spirit to use 

their individual gifts for the edification of the whole group.  Additionally, the forms 

and rituals of corporate worship have the crucial role of shaping the very identity 

and mission of Christ‟s followers.  The key questions dare not be skirted:  Does 

the typical contemporary, Evangelical worship service fulfill these crucial Pauline 

standards?  What do Evangelical worship practices actually communicate?  And 

what sort of people are being formed by it?  

The normal Sunday morning service can be sketched as follows:  Opening 

songs (performed by the “worship band”), welcome/announcements, more 

songs, brief prayer, perhaps a skit or drama, offering, “special” music (a solo, 

etc.),  sermon (that is more in the style of a “talk” on the topic de jour, or a “how 

to” seminar), a final song/announcement, dismissal.  Communion is offered at 

best, once a month, but more typically once every three months (and in many 

churches there is no predictable schedule).  Of course, throughout the service, 

the announcements, songs, sermon outline, and much more are all displayed on 

multiple screens with artsy backgrounds.       
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What does an attendee see, hear, and do in such a worship service?  

Seen:   technology, up-beat band, positive speaker, casual environment.  Heard:  

high tech sound, peppy band (usually pretty loud), helpful tips (Biblically based).  

Do:  sit and watch (occasionally stand, sing, and maybe even raise hands).  In 

too many worship services the congregation has become an audience, the 

sanctuary, an auditorium. One Wheaton college student has written, “Plastic 

cups and folding chairs aren‟t enough.  There has to be an environment that 

communicates God‟s holiness to my senses and to my spirit.”52  Further, the 

people of God experience very little participation and see a scarce amount of 

visual material that directs the heart and soul heavenward.  Some have argued, 

on the basis of Romans 12, that visuals and liturgical actions are a distraction 

from the proclamation of the pure Word of God.  At best they are superfluous, at 

worst they place the Christian worshiper at the precipice of idolatry.  Contrary to 

such thinking, Gary M. Berge, an evangelical, states:  

The mystery of our faith is the eruption of God‟s divine presence in the 
commonplace things of this world.  But if it is only the commonplace that we see, 
we may fail ever to see God at all.53  

 
Certainly the verbal content in many of the songs and sermons is solidly 

Biblical (although the reading of Scripture is quite minimal—usually just a short 

passage right before the sermon).  When it comes to identity formation, what 

makes the longest lasting impact? Mere words?  Or words combined with 

                                                           

 
52

Quoted by Gary M. Burge, in “Are Evangelicals Missing God at Church?”   Christianity Today  

(6 October 1997):  22.  

 
53

Ibid., 24.  (As a young seminary student, this article helped me to understand and feel 

comfortable with some of my own liturgical, sacramental longings.  Longings that were poorly feed 

growing up in conservative, Wesleyan-Arminian denominations).  
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meaningful actions and tangible symbols?  The human person has been imbued 

with five senses, not just one.  The words of many a sermon are quickly 

forgotten,  but receiving holy food at the Lord‟s table directs our thanksgiving to 

our mighty Redeemer, reminds us that Christ is with us and we that are one in 

him, and makes an imprint on the heart, mind, body and soul.         

Paul does not dictate the precise details of how to run the perfect worship 

gathering.  In his “house” of worship, however, there are some obvious pillars:  

Word, Table, and prayer.  Other elements in the “house” (music style, acts of 

praise, announcements, offering, use of spiritual gifts, etc.), like furniture, can be 

reupholstered and moved around some without damaging the integrity of the 

“house”.  Evangelicals need a serious re-evaluation of the pillars holding up their 

house of worship.  Failure to do so may result in losing a large portion of the next 

generation to other traditions resulting in a substantial diminishment of the 

Evangelical witness.  Such a dire reality need not come to fruition.  There is a 

good deal to be hopeful about as many “young Evangelicals”, as Robert Webber 

refers to them, are actively seeking to unite our Bible-rich heritage with deeply 

rooted worship practices that will lift and form the heart as well as the mind.  May 

it all be to God‟s glory in Christ Jesus. 
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