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THE WORSHIP OF THE CHURCH 

Have you ever thought about the order of a church service, what goes into that, and why 

churches worship the way they do? 

Have you noticed that most church services—whatever the denomination or the style—have 

certain elements that are pretty much standard? We sing, we get teaching, we pass the plate, we 

pray. Is that just tradition? Or, is there a reason we do those things? Why don’t we paint 

something instead? Why don’t we just share devotional thoughts? Why don’t we perform a play? 

Why do we hear preaching rather than a lecture? 

Biblically, what is the church supposed to do when it gathers? Surely the answer is: it worships. 

In the Lord’s prayer in Matthew 6, Jesus instructed his disciples to pray “your will be done, on 

earth as it is in heaven.” If you ask, “What do they do in heaven?” At the very least, you’d 

answer, “They worship God.” 

When the church gathers, our primary activity is the worship of God. Our primary focus is 

vertical, not horizontal. Worship is our ultimate priority. 

When we gather together as a church, then, what are the essential elements of a worship service?  

1.  WORSHIP THROUGH THE WORD 

The first is that we must worship through the Word of God. 

When Israel gathered for worship, they began by hearing from God. When the first church 

gathered, they “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching.” And now, when the church 

gathers for worship, our priority is hearing from God. 

The way we grow as a Christian is through the Word of God. Peter tells us: 

“You have been born again, not of perishable seed but of imperishable, through the living 

and abiding word of God; for “All flesh is like grass and all its glory like the flower of 

grass. The grass withers, and the flower falls, but the word of the Lord remains forever.” 

And this word is the good news that was preached to you. So put away all malice and all 

deceit and hypocrisy and envy and all slander. Like newborn infants, long for the pure 

spiritual milk, that by it you may grow up into salvation— if indeed you have tasted that 

the Lord is good.” (1 Peter 1:23-2:2). 

Jesus said that the Word sanctifies: “Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth” (John 17:17). 
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Not only do we individually grow as a Christian through the Word, but the church itself grows as 

a result of the Word. In fact, the Word is so central to church growth that, in Acts, the Word 

becomes a synonym for church growth. For example: 

Acts 6:7: “And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the disciples 

multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became obedient to the 

faith.” 

Acts 12:24: “But the word of God increased and multiplied.” 

Acts 19:20: “So the word of the Lord continued to increase and prevail mightily.” 

So, in describing the church growing, Luke says that the word of God increased. In other words, 

the two are linked. As the Word of God goes out, it converts people and grows the church. As the 

church went out, they proclaimed the Word. 

The church grew because of the preaching of the Word. Not by music. Not by service projects 

and mercy ministries. It grew through preaching. It was for this reason that the apostles didn’t 

allow any other ministry service take precedence over the ministry of the word (Acts 6:4: “But 

we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.”) 

So when we gather, we worship through the word in two ways: the word is read and the word is 

preached. 

Reading the Word 

Paul writes to Timothy, “Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to 

exhortation, to teaching” (1 Tim 4:13). Paul’s instructions to Timothy (his pastor-disciple) was 

that he was supposed to read Scripture publicly. 

In other letters, Paul indicates that he expected his letters (which were the Word of God written) 

to be read before the gathered congregations. To the church in Colossae, he writes, “And when 

this letter has been read among you, have it also read in the church of the Laodiceans” (Col 

4:16). To the church in Thessalonica, he writes, “I put you under oath before the Lord to have 

this letter read to all the brothers” (1 Thess. 5:27). 

There’s latitude in how a church reads the Word together, but the Word of God must be central 

to the service. 

Preaching the Word 
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Preaching the Word is different than reading the Word. In preaching, the Word is proclaimed, 

explained, and applied. One of the words used for preaching in the New Testament is the word 

for a town crier. A preacher is one who heralds a message from God. 

The seriousness of the task is seen in 2 Timothy 4:1-2, where Paul begins his command to preach 

the Word with a summoning of witnesses to the occasion: 

“I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and 

the dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom: preach the word; be ready in season and 

out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching.” 

So when the church gathers, primary importance must be given to the preaching of the Word. If 

this church is to grow, it will grow because the Word of God preached will have an effect on 

your life and others’ lives. 

Therefore, if preaching is primary, it means that it should receive first place within a worship 

service. That’s why we devote the most time during our worship services to the preaching of the 

Word. 

2. WORSHIP THROUGH PRAYER 

Another element of church worship is prayer. In prayer, we respond to God’s revelation to us by 

speaking back to him. 

When Timothy was serving as the pastor of the church in Ephesus, Paul wrote that Timothy was 

to set the church’s worship in order. Their worship was disordered. So in 1 Timothy 2, Paul gives 

Timothy instructions on how to set in order the worship gatherings. 

“First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be 

made for all people” (1 Tim. 2:1). 

Supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings refer to the various ways that God’s 

people should respond to him. All of these elements of prayer should be part of the course of our 

worship gatherings. 

3. WORSHIP THROUGH SINGING 

A third required element of our worship gatherings is singing. Biblically, singing is very much 

related to prayer. Like prayer, singing is another way the church responds to God’s word. 

Singing was an important part of worship in the early church—just as it had been to Israel in the 

Old Testament. For example, when God delivered Moses and the Israelites from the hands of 
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Pharaoh through the Red Sea, Exodus 15 says they sang a song. The Psalms are also a collection 

of song-prayers. 

In the New Testament, we also find the primacy of singing. When Paul and Silas were 

imprisoned in Philippi—they sang hymns: 

“About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the 

prisoners were listening to them” (Acts 16:25) 

Even in Acts 2:42, when it says that the first Christians “devoted themselves to. . . the prayers,” 

some commentators think that term is general enough to include singing. 

In Colossians 3:16, Paul instructs the church, “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.” The word “singing” is a participle and further 

explains the main verb “dwell.” That is, one of the ways we let the word of Christ dwell in us 

richly is through song. The parallel passage in Ephesians adds that Spirit-filled believers address 

one another “in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs” (5:19). Singing, then, is part of the way 

believers encourage and teach one another. 

4. WORSHIP THROUGH GIVING 

We also worship God through our giving. When you give during the offering, your giving isn’t 

so much to the church as it is to God. It is your offering to God, not to the church. 

A quick survey of the New Testament teaching on giving reveals the following principles: 

1. Giving should be regular. 

Paul writes, “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” (1 Cor. 16:2). 

Giving, then, was to be the disciplined practice of worship of every believer. That he 

commanded this to be done on Sunday (“the first day of every week”), means it was part of 

the worship gathering. 

2. Giving should be as the Lord prospers. 

New Testament giving is individual. As the Lord prospers a believer, the believer should 

respond by increasing their giving. Again in 1 Corinthians 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.” 

3. Giving should be sacrificial. 
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More important than the amount is the spirit. Jesus called attention to a poor widow’s 

offering and praised her: “Truly, I say to you, this poor widow has put in more than all those 

who are contributing to the offering box. For they all contributed out of their abundance, but 

she out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live on.” 

The New Testament does not require a certain percentage of one’s income to be given (e.g., 

10%). The New Testament offering is not the same as the Old Testament tithe. The New 

Testament, in fact, requires a greater standard than the Old Testament—not 10%, but 

generous and sacrificial. 

4. Giving should be done cheerfully 

God is not pleased with half-hearted, reluctant giving. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 9:7, “Each 

one must give as he has decided in his heart, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God 

loves a cheerful giver.” 

5. WORSHIP THROUGH DISPLAYS OF THE GOSPEL 

Finally, we also worship through the periodic displays of the gospel in the two ordinances: 

baptism and communion. Both of these visually portray the gospel. We act out the gospel, in one 

sense, through these two ordinances. 

Baptism 

Baptism is called an ordinance because Jesus commanded it be done in Matthew 28:18-20. 

“Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to 

me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have 

commanded you” 

Every believer should obey Christ’s command to be baptized. Baptism is a picture of being 

united with Christ in his death and being raised to life (see Romans 6:3-4). When we celebrate 

baptism, we celebrate the reality of Christ’s death and resurrection for us. For this reason, 

baptism should be done only after a person becomes saved (i.e., not as an infant). 

Communion 

Communion, also called the Lord’s Supper, is the second ordinance that we practice to display 

the gospel. On the night before he died, Jesus commanded his disciples to remember the sacrifice 

he would make for them by means of bread and cup: 
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“As they were eating, [Jesus] took bread, and after blessing it broke it and gave it to 

them, and said, “Take; this is my body.” And he took a cup, and when he had given 

thanks he gave it to them, and they all drank of it. And he said to them, “This is my blood 

of the covenant, which is poured out for many. Truly, I say to you, I will not drink again 

of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new in the kingdom of God” (Mark 

14:22-25). 

In obedience, the early church made communion part of their regular worship gatherings as 

shown in Acts 2:42: “They devoted themselves to. . . the breaking of bread” (which was a 

fellowship meal with communion as an integral part). 

CONCLUSION 

The essential elements of worship can be summarized like this: 

1. Hear the Word (through preaching and reading) 

2. Pray the Word 

3. Sing the Word 

4. Respond to the Word through gifts 

5. See the Word 

How a church structures a service is left to each church. But these are the essential elements. 


