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“[Y]ou cannot find excellent corporate worship until you
stop trying to find excellent corporate worship and pursue
God Himself. Despite the protestations, one sometimes won-
ders if we are beginning to worship worship rather than
worship God.”

D. A. Carson, distinguishing between seeking
worshipful feelings and worshiping God

It is the “perverse and wicked heart” that “never experi-
ences that emotion by which . . .we are admitted to the most
hidden treasures of God and the most hallowed precincts of
His kingdom.”

John Calvin, endorsing both the legitimacy and
necessity of religious emotions

“Preaching is meant by God to catch people up into wor-
ship, not to be a practical human application after worship.
The aim of preaching is to deal with divorce worshipfully,
and to deal with teenagers worshipfully, and to deal with
anger worshipfully.”

John Piper, explaining that pulpit sermons ought
to encourage congregational worship

What do you think of when you hear the phrase praise and
worship? What does the ideal praise and worship time

look like in your mind? Does it include praying, singing, read-
ing the Bible, hearing God’s Word preached, and coming to
the Lord’s Table? For many Christians today, praise and worship
has come to mean much less than this: it means a time when
some of those things (particularly preaching) are absent and
one of those things (particularly music) predominates. If this
describes your view of praise and worship, then one of this
booklet’s purposes is to persuade you that your view of
worship is too small.



Our use of the phrase praise and worship raises critical ques-
tions. Thoughtful Christians do well to reflect upon them.

When a meeting that features no Bible teaching is charac-
terized as a praise and worship service, it implies that the
traditional Lord’s Day service (which devotes a significant role
to the preaching of the Word of God) is not a praise and
worship service. At very least, the phrase implies that there is
more praising and worshiping at these services that have
removed the preaching hour than there is at conventional
Sunday meetings that feature a sermon. We would never say
it this bluntly, but the phrase praise and worship service suggests
a question-and-answer exchange like this: “Do you want to do
some intense praising and worshiping? Then go to one of
those meetings where there is lots of music and no preaching.”
Similarly, calling the singing portion of a Sunday morning
meeting the praise and worship time implies that there is little
(and maybe no) praising and worshiping once the singing
ends. Apparently the worship stops when the preaching starts.

This kind of thinking is new in church history. Only in the
past forty years have Christians begun separating praising and
worshiping from preaching and teaching. Why?

The immediate problem is that many Christians no longer
understand how hearing an hour of preaching can be an act of
worship. Worshiping while God’s Word is proclaimed from a
pulpit strikes churchgoers as odd. This thinking is reinforced
by a growing sense that worship is exclusively emotional.
Good worship seems to require not just a song but several
songs (and preferably a medley). “[It] usually takes a lot of
singing to create an atmosphere of praise and worship,”
instructs one seminary professor, who adds that “it is the new
music, sung with eyes closed for 10, 15, 20 minutes at a time
that makes that experience possible.” Thus we think of our
Lord’s Day morning worship services as consisting of two
distinct parts: the praise and worship segment (which consists
primarily of music) and the teaching portion (which consists of
the pastor’s sermon). We regard the exposition of God’s Word
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as a strictly intellectual event (read: it doesn’t stimulate us
emotionally). I get puzzled looks from otherwise energetic
Christians when I use phrases like “preaching as an act of
worship” and “meeting God in the preached Word.”

The broader problem is that many churches today deem-
phasize the Bible’s role in corporate worship. Sometimes this
means confining God’s Word to the sermon, a sermon that
seems to be growing shorter every year. Sometimes this means
eliminating public Bible reading. Sometimes it means remov-
ing the Word of God from the meeting altogether, usually by
replacing it with singing. The inspired words of God often
constitute a surprisingly small part of worship services. This is
true even in conservative churches that vigorously affirm the
authority and sufficiency of Scripture. Why do we struggle
with worshiping while hearing the Word proclaimed from a
pulpit? In part because we are divorcing the Word from corpo-
rate worship on a broader scale.

Do you long for true praise and worship? Then reclaim an
approach to worship that could be called Word-based worship.
This is worship that is founded upon and driven by the Word
of God. Word-based worship refers to corporate worship
where we read the Bible in our meetings, preach the Bible in
our sermons, sing the Bible in our songs, pray the Bible in our
congregational prayers, and even see the Bible in the ordi-
nances/sacraments. Among other things, Word-based worship
extends worshiping throughout the entire church meeting (as
opposed to restricting it to the singing time). It also helps
create what could be called the Word-driven church.

Word-based worship involves more than guidelines for
the activities within a worship service. It also calls Christians
to bring certain expectations and behaviors to their worship-
ing. In other words, it calls for Word-based worshipers.

Why has corporate worship become less Word-driven?
Three reasons: we have redefined worship, we have misplaced
the role of emotions in worship, and we do not expect God’s
Word to mediate God’s presence to us.
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I. What is True Worship? Who is Worship For?

Many have redefined worshiping so that it is quite differ-
ent from the worshiping that our spiritual forefathers did.
Church historian Nick Needham explains that a growing
number of Christians today regard worship as something to be
experienced rather than something to be offered. Historically,
God’s people made God the object of worship: they brought
their worship to God and presented it to Him. “Come, let us
worship and bow down. Let us kneel before the Lord our
Maker.” (Psa. 95:6) “With my mouth I will give thanks abun-
dantly to the Lord; and in the midst of many I will praise
Him.” (Psa. 109:30) “O magnify the Lord with me, and let us
exalt His name together.” (Psa. 34:3) Worshipers did the
worshiping and God received the worship. Hence the familiar
phrase “worship service,” which indicated their understanding
that they served God by giving Him worship. They deemed
worship successful if they faithfully extolled the Triune God,
expressed their gratitude, considered God’s excellencies, and
rendered unto Him the glory due His holy Name.

Today we are more likely to regard ourselves as the object
of worship: we think worship is something that happens to us.
We hope to “enter into” a mystical and spiritual environment
called worship. Thus we speak not of the worship service but
the worship experience. The worshiper is more passive in this
paradigm, as the worship leader has the job of creating this
worship environment. The quality of our own experience
determines whether we deem the worship successful or not.
Worship sometimes becomes a commodity: church attenders
act as consumers and shop for a church where (according to
the oft-heard phrases) “the praise and worship time allowed
me to worship” and “the worship leader ushered me into
God’s presence.” More than a commodity, worship sometimes
becomes entertainment: church attenders act as spectators
who silently grade the performance. (Worship that isn’t fun
gets an F.) Post-worship questions like “Did you get anything
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out of that?” often reveal that we regard ourselves as the chief
benefactors of worship.

And what is it that we want to get out of the meeting?
Emotional stimulation and spiritual feelings. Appealing to the
mind (through pulpit Bible exposition, the public reading of
Scripture, or theologically deep hymns) is not seen as promot-
ing this mystical environment. Indeed, appeals to the mind are
frequently seen as the death of religious emotions. This is why,
for example, there is a growing belief that the pastor’s sermon
is not only separate from the worship time but actually an
obstacle to worship (and hence the need for meetings that
remove the obstacle altogether). In the stunning words of one
worship leader, Bible teaching is one of “man’s programs” that
has “gotten in the way of” experiencing God’s presence. He
divorces the Word of God from the worship of God by quip-
ping, “Preaching is for man, worship is for God.” No doubt he
is baffled by God’s engineering of the Protestant Reformation
with only preachers and no musical worship teams.

This shift from regarding God to regarding self as the chief
benefactor of worship is seismic in proportions. A generation
ago, the idea that worship is not about what we like but rather
about giving God what He desires would have been noncon-
troversial. Those days are gone. The art of leading corporate
worship is now unashamedly consumed with giving people
what they like. Needham points out several harmful effects of
this shift, leaving aside the obvious question of whether this is
genuine worship at all. One is that corporate worship services
become a kind of laboratory, as the worship leader experi-
ments with different techniques for inciting peoples’ emotions.
“[T]here could be revival within our churches if the worship
music was presented in an effective and spiritually moving
way,” declares the advertising copy for a recent book on lead-
ing praise and worship services. If the song leader believes
that good choreography will “sing down the presence and
power of God” (which is this book’s subtitle), he will fish
around until he finds music that brings the desired results.
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But what are the evidences that the Holy Spirit is indeed
moving in a worship service? This, too, has changed. The signs
of the Holy Spirit’s activity are no longer the conviction of sin,
repentance, spiritual understanding, or Christians growing in
grace and knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ. Instead, the
Holy Spirit is deemed to be present when emotions and feel-
ings are excited, and assumed to be quenched when there is
insufficient exuberance. In the mean time, we have lost the
once unquestioned truth that the Holy Spirit works in conjunc-
tion with (and not independent of) the Word of God (Isa. 34:16,
59:21; John 3:34, 6:63; Jas. 1:18; 1 Pet. 1:23). 

This new emphasis on “the worship experience” is not
without its salutary features. In many churches, the Sunday
morning meeting had been reduced to an evangelistic message
preceded by warm-up exercises. After preliminary singing to
prepare the unsaved, the gospel was delivered and the altar
call was given. This was more of weekly revival meeting than
a true worship service. Happily, many today realize that a
worship service must go beyond addressing lost attenders’
need for salvation. But it must also go beyond addressing
saved attenders’ desire for an enjoyable experience.

Regarding ourselves instead of God as the object of corpo-
rate worship is scandalous and disastrous . . . and perhaps even
idolatrous. Horror of horrors that worship (of all things!)
should be man-centered instead of God-centered.

II. What About Emotions?

The culprit here is not emotions. Sitting in the presence of
the Holy One of Israel and engaging Him in the holy dialogue
that we call worship should surely excite the worshiper’s
emotions. Bringing our worship to the risen Lord Jesus Christ
and exalting Him ought to be (in some sense) emotional.

John Calvin spoke for other leaders of the Protestant
Reformation when he condemned “frigid worship.” He was
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unafraid of validating emotions: “That abundant sweetness
which God has stored up for those who fear Him cannot be
known without at the same time powerfully moving us.” The
Puritan Stephen Charnock wrote, “Worship is an act of the
understanding, applying itself to the knowledge of the excel-
lency of God, and actual thoughts of His majesty.” But he
continued: “It is also an act of the will, whereby the soul
adores and reverenceth His majesty, is ravished with His
amiableness, embraceth His goodness, enters itself into an inti-
mate communion with this most lovely Object, and pitcheth all
His affections upon Him.” Surely that involves emotions!

Or consider Jonathan Edwards. When critics denounced
America’s Great Awakening in the 1730s and 1740s because of
the revival’s allegedly excessive emotionalism, Edwards
penned Treatise on Religious Affections, a book-length defense of
godly emotions. Far from being inappropriate, Edwards
argued that strong religious affections are healthy. “True reli-
gion chiefly consists in holy affections,” he explained. “If the
things of religion are rightly understood, they will affect the
heart” (emphasis in original). In particular, singing in worship
seems “to be appointed wholly to excite and express religious
affections,” judged Edwards. “No other reason can be
assigned why we should express ourselves to God in verse,
rather than in prose, and do it with music, but only, that such
is our nature and frame, that these things have a tendency to
move our affections.”

The problem comes when emotional stimulation is
mistaken for true worship. This leads to emotional experiences
being sought as ends in themselves, rather than Holy Spirit-
inflamed emotions experienced as a by-product of God-directed
worship. In healthy worship, the Word of God arouses faith
within the worshiper, in part by promoting confidence and
certainty regarding things not seen (Rom. 10:17; Heb. 11:1;
John 20:31). That faith causes the believer to worship: he
thanks God, praises God, prizes God, and adores God. Word-
driven thanking, praising, prizing, and adoring erupts from
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the heart and mobilizes the affections. But what is the
worshiper’s ultimate motive for worshiping? Not igniting an
emotional rush but rather rendering unto God the glory due
His name. The worshiper worships as an end in itself, not as a
means to the end of being emotionally happy. “[T]rue worship
cannot be performed as a means to some other experience,”
writes John Piper. “Worship is authentic when affections for
God arise in the heart as an end in themselves.” Worship is
going hard after God as our prize, not going after some other
prize that becomes our god.

In the words of Westminster Theological Seminary’s
Robert Godfrey, emotions must respond to the Word and be
regulated by the Word. For this to happen, corporate worship
must be saturated with God’s Word. (“Read the Bible, preach
the Bible, sing the Bible, pray the Bible, see the Bible.”)
Godfrey summarizes: “When our faith and our worship look
away from themselves to Christ, then the sweet and true affec-
tions of our faith will be felt. Then we will recognize that the
affections reinforce the worship that we offer out of faith.”

What happens when emotional experiences are sought as
ends in themselves? Sometimes tradition-based worship
results. This is looking for God in old and familiar devices
because they trigger nostalgic feelings and fond memories.
Tradition-based worshipers often derive emotional comfort
from routine, but that comfort is sometimes analogous to the
emotional comfort of a security blanket: it is reassuring but not
divine in origin. Sometimes when emotional experiences are
sought, entertainment-based worship results. This is looking
for God in the professionally-staged religious performance.
Entertainment-based worshipers are much like spectators:
they derive pleasure and fulfillment from church productions
much as other spectators derive satisfaction from Broadway
musicals, fireworks displays, and NASCAR races. Sometimes
when religious sentiments are pursued, feelings-based
worship results. This is looking for God in something similar
to my old high school pep rallies. I recall hour-long meetings
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in our school gym that worked me into an emotional frenzy.
We all yelled in unison, repeated catchy phrases, clapped our
hands, and lifted our arms to sway with the music. I entered
into a state of emotional high-alert that was both exciting and
pleasurable. There was something indescribably electric about
a group of people exposing and experiencing raw emotions
together. In retrospect, it is amazing that high schoolers were
able to manufacture such a powerful emotional experience
with only fight songs and pom-poms. But that is just the point:
we are able to generate enjoyable emotional experiences with-
out any aid from God. Any worship leader worth his salt (and
any high school cheerleader worth hers) can lead people into
an emotional experience. That’s not the same as leading them
into the presence of God.

Some popular assumptions regarding emotions are simply
unbiblical. Godfrey reminds us that it was Charles Finney who
believed that there could be no “evangelical success” without
emotionalism. Wrote Finney: “There must be excitement suffi-
cient to wake up the dormant moral powers, to roll back the
tide of degradation and sin.” This is linked to the assumption
(Godfrey connects it to Pentecostalism) that outward displays
of raw emotions are more truly spiritual than Word-based
forms of worship. Emotions are thus often regarded as spiri-
tual steroids that make us spiritually muscular; they are also
thought to be untainted by our sin. Not true. Sinners don’t
possess “dormant moral powers,” and only the Holy Spirit can
put sin to death and produce holiness in the believer. Sin has
corrupted the totality of our being, including our emotions.
Our emotions aren’t always God-directed any more than our
sexual longings are always legitimate. Both must be regulated
by God’s Word and God’s Spirit. Because of sin, we need
Word-based worship to regulate our emotions.

One consequence of Word-based worship is that we some-
times meet with God in surprising ways. As a new Christian, I
was taught that entering into God’s presence was always a
soothing and pleasant experience. I have since discovered that
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sometimes communing with a holy God in the Word-driven
church exposes my sin! Being humbled in worship isn’t always
soothing, and sometimes it is good not to be soothed. It seems
like much of the modern thinking about “entering into God’s
presence” in corporate worship services stems from this faulty
assumption, namely that meeting with God will not involve
reverence, fear and trembling, an acute sense of my own
unworthiness before God, and a need for repentance. If we
really commune with the thrice-holy God in worship, we
should expect these kinds of things to happen at least some-
times. When they do, we discover that God’s rod and staff
comfort us (Psa. 23:4) and God’s sin-exposing holiness pos-
sesses its own soul-arresting beauty (Psa. 50:1-3).

Isn’t the Word of God sufficient to create God-honoring
spiritual responses? What does it say about my spiritual health
when a deep, rich, and careful setting forth of God’s Word
does not engage my affections?

III. How Do Worshipers Experience
God’s Presence?

In addition to redefining worship and misunderstanding
the role of emotions, we also suffer from holding a sub-biblical
view of preaching. This is largely because—in spite of all our
orthodox statements of faith—many have a sub-biblical view
of the Word of God itself. We seem to have lost our confidence
in the Bible’s ability to reveal the living God to us. This is one
reason why we are not eager to saturate our corporate worship
services with God’s Word.

We can (and should) say many good things about the
Bible: it is infallible, it is inerrant, it is God-breathed, it is
useful, it is relevant, it is the final authority in matters of faith
and practice. But we should add one other thing, something
our Protestant forefathers emphasized (but we seem to be in
the process of forgetting): the Scriptures mediate the presence
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of God to us. In other words, God does not normally speak to
His people today through dreams or Isaiah-like prophets. He
speaks through His Word. This means that if I wish to hear
God’s voice and enjoy His presence, I need to sit before His
Word. To put it another way, we meet God in His Word. The
Scriptures not only teach us, exhort us, and correct us; they
also serve as the normal media through which we have
communion with God.

This is one of the many ways that the Bible differs from
other books. One example will suffice. A good history book
will communicate the facts about Abraham Lincoln to me. An
extremely well-done history book may do such a good job of
portraying Abraham Lincoln that I can have some understand-
ing of the man’s motives, personality, and demeanor. But in
the end, I can only encounter facts about Abraham Lincoln; I
cannot encounter Abraham Lincoln himself. I can never have
communion with Abraham Lincoln through reading a book.
This means that my history book is only (or at best) didactic: it
teaches me. The Bible is quite different, however. To be sure,
the Scriptures teach me many facts about God, His truth, and
His ways among men. A careful hearing of God’s Word
enables me to understand much of God’s character, attributes,
and motives. In this sense, the Bible (like many other books) is
didactic: it teaches me. But the Bible is much more! It produces
spiritual effects when applied by the Holy Spirit (Heb. 4:12;
Acts 20:31; 1 Cor. 1:18). When I prayerfully and reverentially
receive God’s Word, I do not only meet with facts about God:
I meet with God Himself.

How does the Bible mediate the presence of God? By creat-
ing, rekindling, and promoting faith in us. “How will they
believe in Him whom they have not heard? And how will they
hear without a preacher? So faith comes from hearing, and
hearing by the Word of Christ.” (Rom. 10:14,17) God’s Word is
more than true: it also performs its work in those who believe
(1 Thess. 2:13). With faith bolstered by God’s Word, we see the
Triune God as He is displayed to us in the Scriptures. Faith
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brings spiritual realities into focus. Both assurance and convic-
tion grow from faith (Heb. 11:1). What happens when a robust
faith is directed toward the risen Lord Jesus Christ? The lively
and expectant faith apprehends Him spiritually. The believer
enjoys the spiritual presence of God; he experiences spiritual
communion with God.

This is why throughout history, Christians have placed
great importance upon the Lord’s Supper. The communion
table presents a visible display of Bible truth; Augustine called
it “the visible Word.” For men like John Calvin, the Puritans,
and Charles Haddon Spurgeon, the Lord’s Supper is powerful
because it displays the Word of God and thereby strengthens
the believer’s faith. When faith is made bold by the visible
Word, that faith lays hold of the risen Christ. It is in this sense
that Jesus is spiritually present at the Lord’s Supper: He is
“spiritually present to the faith of believers,” as both the West-
minster and London Baptist Confessions of Faith put it.

Accordingly, the preached Word of God (that is, the Bible
read and proclaimed clearly) and the visible Word of God (that
is, the celebration of the Lord’s Supper) are potentially electri-
fying corporate worship events. Some object: “But you’re only
talking about the spiritual presence of Christ and spiritual
communion with God. That’s not real.” Our response: spiri-
tual realities are the most real realities! However, they are
realities apprehended only by faith. Hence our faith must be
vigorous and expectant, which is what happens when it is
energized by God’s living, active, powerful, and effective
Word (Heb. 4:12). In the words of Jonathan Edwards, God
glorifies Himself before faith-filled men by “appearing to their
understanding” and “communicating Himself to their hearts.”

This is what we mean when we say that the Word of God
mediates the presence of God to us. Where am I most likely to
commune with God intimately? When can I expect God to
supply His grace and usher me into His presence? When the
Bible is set before me richly, carefully, and redemptively. We
reveal a sub-biblical understanding of the Word of God when
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we deny (whether in theory or practice) that the Word medi-
ates God’s presence to us.

It seems as though a dwindling number of Christians are
confident that the Bible really does this. Ask any believer when
(or where) he communes with God intimately, and he will
likely not respond, “When I’m hearing God’s Word.” Instead,
we look to songs with scant biblical content to mediate the
presence of God. Although we would never admit it, many
secretly believe that uninspired songs are more powerful than
the inspired Scriptures. We readily confess that Bible teaching
is important and even indispensable, but we regard music as
the means that connects us to God.

Think I’m exaggerating? A recent article in Worship Leader
magazine carried the subtitle “Music as Medium to Connect Us
to God.” A young believer expressed this idea to me this way:
“You’ve got to have good music. You’ve got to have something
to bring people into God’s presence.” Or consider this church
web site; the bold heading at the top of the page reads Praise &
Worship: “Worship is a vital part in the life of a believer.
Worship is what we are created to do. Part of our goal at
[church name] is to help believers realize this . . . and to become
worshipers. God has blessed us with some of the most talented
players and gifted singers you will find. As you enter our sanc-
tuary, it won’t be long before feet start tapping, hands begin
clapping, and voices are raised in song, as the energetic and
enthusiastic [church name] Choir and Band usher you into
God’s very presence.” Notice how the statement moves
directly from worship to music, assuming that worship is
music. Here is a clear theological statement regarding the new
sacrament of song: it is skillfully performed music that will
“usher you into God’s very presence.” Indeed, when I attempt
to discuss Word-based worship with Christians who oppose it,
they invariably turn the discussion to music. Why? Because for
them, worshiping consists exclusively of singing.

This is why we no longer regard listening to a sermon as
the high point of our worship. We no longer know how to meet
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God in His Word. Indeed, we do not come to the preaching
hour expecting to meet God; we only expect to hear a lesson. It
is during the singing time that our emotions are aroused and
we think that real praise and worship occurs. We don’t see
Bible teaching as the means most likely to connect us to God.

Does the phrase “mediating the presence of God” strike
you as odd? Are you unfamiliar with the idea of experiencing
God spiritually in a worship service?

To be sure, an over-realized eschatology is dangerous. We
don’t see God now: our faith is still faith, not sight (2 Cor. 5:7).
Hope means we only see in a glass darkly (Rom. 8:24-25; 1 Cor.
13:12). Professor Michael Horton rightly observes that through-
out history, those who demand a full vision of God on earth
now have been especially susceptible to worship abuses (like
idolatry). But surely God is more than just a logical deduction
from Bible texts. Christians throughout the centuries have also
rejected an under-realized eschatology: they anticipated com-
munion with God in their worship services. In particular, they
expected God to speak (not audibly but spiritually) when the
Bible was proclaimed faithfully. They did so because they
believed (in the words of the Puritan John Owen) that the Bible
was the supernatural and immediate revelation of God’s mind
to His people. For them, the voice of God in the soul of man
was the very essence of entering into God’s presence.

Consider the words of Martin Luther: “People generally
think: ‘If I had an opportunity to hear God speak in person, I
would run my feet bloody [to hear Him].’. . . But you now have
the Word of God in church . . . and this is God’s Word as surely
as if God Himself were speaking to you.” The Puritan Jeremiah
Burroughs advised worshipers in the same manner:

[W]hen you come to hear the Word . . . [i]t is not the
speaking of a man you are going to attend, but you
are now going to attend upon God and to hear the
Word of the Eternal God. . . . Many times you will
say, “Come, let us go hear a man preach.” Oh no,
let us go hear Christ preach, for as it concerns the
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ministers of God that they preach not themselves,
but that Christ should preach in them, so it
concerns you that hear not to come to hear this
man or that man, but to come to hear Jesus Christ.

Writing more recently, theologian J. I. Packer reaffirms
this conviction: “In real preaching, the speaker is the servant of
the Word, and God speaks and works by the Word through his
servant’s lips.” Southern Baptist theologian Albert Mohler
likewise reminds that pulpit preaching “is not an advisory role
based in religious expertise, but a prophetic function whereby
God speaks to His people.” He continues: “True worship takes
place when . . . the preaching of the Word is understood to be
the event whereby God speaks to His people through His
Word.” Mohler also rejects the modern tendency to distinguish
between singing-based worship and Word-based preaching:
“Worship is not something we do before we settle down for
the Word of God, it is the act through which the people of God
direct all their attentiveness to hearing the one true and living
God speak to His people and receive their praises.”

Hearing God this way is actively offering Him worship. It
is presenting to God a broken and submissive heart. It is
honoring God with an expectant faith. It is reverencing God by
displaying dependency. Intentional spiritual engagement like
this is not a passive experience: it is the deliberate hungering
for and hanging upon God’s very words (Matt. 4:4) that marks
Word-based worshipers.

IV. Why Do We Not Expect Pulpit Preaching
to Promote Worship?

Many Christians today assume that Bible exposition is not
the primary means for praising and worshiping God. Why?
Two reasons.

First, preachers often do a lackluster job of preaching. In
particular, many of our sermons emphasize morals, ethics, and
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lifestyle choices without situating those issues within a redemptive
and/or God-centered context. This makes it difficult for Chris-
tians to worship while listening to sermons. We pastors may
be partly responsible for church members’ turning to contem-
porary music in search of worship: our self-help sermons are
increasingly oriented towards man’s felt needs while many
modern worship songs at least attempt to be Godward in their
focus. Our sermons deal with practical day-to-day problems
(which is good) but don’t press on to present the excellencies
of a sovereign, compassionate, and thrice-holy God (which is
not good). John Piper explains the problem this way: many
worship songs at least offer the possibility of lifting our souls
to God, while preaching deals solely with giving advice on
how to get along better with our co-workers. Perhaps unwit-
tingly, our sermons emphasize Christian behavior to the
exclusion of the glory of God or the person of Christ.

When we do not hear the Triune God set forth in the
sermon, it is difficult to worship. How do we raise our eyes to
Heaven to worship our salvation-giving God when the sermon
outline goes like this:

I. Ahab’s Major Flaw
II. Are You Like Ahab?
III. Don’t Be Like Ahab

In other words, moralistic and exemplaristic sermons
(which cause us to look exclusively at ourselves and ask,
“How am I doing?”) are not conducive to worship. After hear-
ing years of non-redemptive sermons, churchgoers are trained
to regard sermons as little more than morality lessons. Most
churchgoers have never been asked to see Christ in a sermon,
so they do not expect to do so.

The remedy is not to remove practical day-to-day applica-
tions from pulpit messages; rather, it is to place those remedies
within a larger God-focused and Christ-centered context.
Piper expresses this well: “Preaching is meant by God to catch
people up into worship, not to be a practical human applica-
tion after worship. The aim of preaching is to deal with divorce

16



worshipfully, and to deal with teenagers worshipfully, and to
deal with anger worshipfully.” Redemptive sermons still
instruct God’s people to not be like Ahab! But they do so in
such a way that in addition to seeing Ahab, our own sin, and
the repentance required of us, we also see a resurrected Savior
and an enthroned God. Covenant Theological Seminary’s
Bryan Chapell explains: “The Bible is not a self-help book. The
Scriptures present one, consistent, organic message. They tell
us how we must seek Christ who alone is our Savior and
source of strength to be and do what God requires. To preach
these ‘musts’ of what people should be and do, and yet not
mention He who enables their accomplishment, warps the
biblical message. God’s redemptive work is integral to every
biblical passage’s proper exposition.”

God-centered and redemptive sermons are conducive to
worship. These sermons cause us to look heavenward and
embrace by faith the God who redeemed us. “[T]he task of
preaching,” Piper reminds pastors, “is to display the all-satis-
fying glories of God in such a way that the power of all
competing pleasures is broken and God Himself holds people
captive.” God holding worshipers captive: that’s entering into
God’s presence! When sermons set forth the glories of our
redeeming God, they do mediate the presence of God to us. We
see Christ by faith as He is preached (“faith comes by hear-
ing”). We exult in our God, who is so much more beautiful and
majestic than we ever could have imagined.

There is a second reason why Christians today do not
regard the pulpit sermon as an occasion to worship: Listeners
often do a lackluster job of listening. We have been so
dumbed-down by a shoddy public education system, sound-
bite political campaigns, half-hour sit-coms, video games, and
our addiction to entertainment that we simply cannot listen to
a lengthy sermon. Our minds can’t follow careful and meaty
pulpit messages. We find doctrine complicated and boring. A
brief sermon often can’t exegete a Bible passage faithfully,
offer practical applications, and still place the sermon within a
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redemptive context that magnifies God; however, we don’t
think twice about the commonplace belief that a fifty-minute-
long sermon is criminally long. (That would mean Charles
Haddon Spurgeon, George Whitefield, John Calvin, Jonathan
Edwards, and most Puritan pastors would have been pulpit
failures by today’s standards.) We don’t realize that we are
actually demanding that pastors deliver sermonettes, which
will inevitably produce Christianettes. The point, however, is
that we are unable to listen skillfully and profitably. I suspect
that many of us simply do not like to listen. Good listening
requires good thinking, and good thinking is a chore.

But a major part of the problem with our listening is that
we do not come to sermons expecting to see God. We do not
listen expecting to hear redemptive truth. We do not approach
the preaching hour expecting the Word to mediate God’s pres-
ence. Low expectations yield low results. Indeed, experiencing
God’s presence is often the farthest thing from our minds
when we settle in to listen to a sermon; instead, we expect to
experience a duty pressed upon us. This is why we groan
impatiently (but inaudibly, of course) when the preacher has
spoken for forty-five minutes and then says, “And now let us
consider my last point.” Our groan is proof that we do not
expect that last point to be something that shows us the Savior
or opens up God’s glory for us. Who would groan impatiently
if he expected to see God more clearly?

If hearing God speak in His Word does not elicit true
praise and worship from us, then our problem requires a solu-
tion much greater than a Sunday night singing service.

Word-based worship does not mean the worship service is
reduced to a sermon. Word-based worship includes singing,
Bible reading, prayer, and the Lord’s Supper. But Word-based
worship does mean that the worshiping should not stop when
the sermon starts. Hear James Stewart, the great Scottish
preacher: “If in a congregation one soul here and another there
may be receiving, as the sermon proceeds, some vision of the
majesty of God, some glimpse of the loveliness of Christ, some
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revelation of personal need beneath the searchlight of the
Spirit, is the ministry of the Word to be minimized, or
regarded as less divine . . . than other parts of the service? Is not
such preaching worship?”

V. The Protestant Reformation as a 
Reformation of Worship

What would our Protestant forefathers say about our
modern-day thinking about praise and worship? They would
likely be shocked by our emotionalism, quasi-mysticism, and
Roman Catholic mentality. The medieval Roman Catholic
Church had perfected the ability to deliver sensory religious
experiences that were not based upon the Word of God. The
Mass was nothing if not regal, mystical, and moving. Architec-
ture was used to promote religious feelings, as soaring ceilings
lifted peoples’ eyes heavenward. The Mass was said in Latin,
which meant that people were spectators who experienced the
Mass but could not actively participate in it. Atmosphere and
choreographed ritual were used to give the people a religious
experience. But the Mass also gave no place whatsoever to the
preaching of the Word of God. It was the ceremony and
mood—not the Bible—that allegedly mediated the presence of
God to people in the pews.

From the beginning, the Protestant Reformers rejected this
approach to praise and worship. In contrast to Roman
Catholics, Protestants affirmed that the Scriptures (not the
Mass, which even Rome’s critics conceded was a moving reli-
gious experience) presented the risen Christ to worshipers.
Protestants made the Word of God (via reading, singing, and
preaching) the primary focus of the Christian meeting. They
went so far as to call God’s Word a means of grace, or one of the
channels instituted by Jesus Christ whereby He ordinarily
communicates His grace to His people. Thus for our Protestant
ancestors, preaching was not an informational teaching time
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that followed the worship portion of the service: preaching
was the very heart of worshiping.

Recall that the Protestant Reformation was largely a refor-
mation of worship. To be sure, the Reformers took aim at the
Roman Catholic Church’s unbiblical doctrine of salvation. But
this was not their only target. John Calvin offered this
summary of the Reformation agenda: “All our controversies
[with Rome] concerning doctrine relate either to the legitimate
worship of God or to the ground of salvation.” Calvin main-
tained that “the mode in which God is duly worshiped” and
“the source from which salvation is to be obtained” [that is,
justification by faith alone] are the two issues that “compre-
hend under them all the other parts, and consequently the
whole substance of Christianity.”

According to church historian Hughes Oliphant Old,
Martin Luther judged reestablishing the centrality of reading
and preaching the Bible to be the most needful worship reform
of his day. This led to one of the most significant (if underap-
preciated) reforms of the Reformation: the worship service,
Bible reading, singing, preaching, and administration of the
sacraments were conducted in vernacular language, not in
Latin. To this end, Luther translated the Bible into German as
well as composed German-language hymns. Why did the
Reformers champion vernacular worship? Not merely because
their church members would find such meetings more inter-
esting! Rather, the Reformers wished to unleash the power of
God’s Word within the corporate worship service. For them,
true worship was both determined and energized by the Bible.

Interestingly, Calvin criticized Rome for arguing that zeal-
ousness on the part of the worshiper validated any kind of
worship. The Geneva reformer heard Roman Catholic apolo-
gists make the same argument that we hear today: God accepts
my worship so long as I am sincere and my heart is engaged.
For the Reformers, zeal and sincerity were not sufficient to
validate worship practices. Zeal must be in accordance with
knowledge (Rom. 10:2). And from where do we obtain this
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knowledge? One place only, said the Reformers: the written
Word of God. 

Word-based worship aptly characterizes the worship of
our Protestant forefathers. (“Read the Bible, preach the Bible,
sing the Bible, pray the Bible, see the Bible.”) Protestants of all
stripes have long understood that the guidelines for a biblical
and profitable worship service could be reduced to one phrase:
Word and Sacrament. For centuries, Christians have met with
their God in the written Word (as set forth in sermons, public
Scripture readings, and psalm-singing) and in the visible
Word (as set forth in the Lord’s Supper).

We may be the first generation of Christians in all of
church history to think that we can have a praise and worship
service without the presence of either the preached Word or
the communion table.

Word-based worship leads to simple worship. Why?
Because worship in spirit and in truth is inherently internal
and spiritual. The Holy Spirit presses scriptural truth upon the
heart, which provokes a soul-level response of worship. The
enemy of inward spiritual worship, then, is external distrac-
tion. Rituals, novelties, and visual props have been regarded
historically as impediments to Spirit-energized worship, not
aids to it. Such intruders usurp the Holy Spirit’s role of trigger-
ing worship in the heart. Excessive sentimentality and
casualness also distract. Pastor Timothy Keller explains: “Both
spectacle and sentimentality [or what Keller calls ‘folksiness’]
work directly on people’s emotions rather than trusting God’s
Spirit to bring truth ‘home.’” Thus simplicity is intentional
because it safeguards true worship; it makes it more likely that
worship is being driven only by God’s Word and God’s Spirit.
“Simplicity should be the grand characteristic of New Testa-
ment worship,” advised J. C. Ryle, because “the inherent
wickedness of human nature is such that our minds are only
too ready to turn away from spiritual things to visible things.”

But doesn’t the Holy Spirit use means to promote true
worship? Indeed He does, but they are means that have been
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revealed to us in the Bible. Thus Word-based worship also
provided the basis for what came to be called the regulative
principle. At root, the regulative principle asserts something
that should be a no-brainer: the Bible is the final authority in
faith and conduct, so the Bible must also be the final authority
in matters of worship. In other words, the Scriptures must
regulate worship. They do so by specifying the elements (or
specific activities) that God approves for worship. This is a
corollary to Scripture’s sufficiency (2 Tim. 3:16-17; Psa. 19:7),
specifically Scripture’s sufficiency (and authority) to order
worship. Only worship activities that the Bible positively
prescribes are valid, while those the Bible does not expressly
prescribe are invalid. In the words of the Westminster Confes-
sion of Faith of 1646 (in language identical to that of the
London Baptist Confession of Faith of 1689):

The acceptable way of worshiping the true God is
instituted by Himself, and so limited by His own
revealed will, that He may not be worshiped
according to the imagination and devices of men,
nor the suggestions of Satan, under any visible
representations, or any other way not prescribed
in the Holy Scriptures.

Thus the regulative principle protects worship services
from ideas that God does not sanction. Far from being a
restrictive straitjacket, it frees churches to enjoy Word-based
worship. “The key benefit of the regulative principle,”
reminds J. Ligon Duncan III, “is that it helps to assure that
God—not man—is the supreme authority for how corporate
worship is to be conducted, by assuring that the Bible, God’s
own special revelation (and not our own opinions, tastes, likes,
and theories), is the prime factor in our conduct of and
approach to corporate worship.” Such corporate worship is
both exegetically sound and emotionally satisfying. It liberates
worshipers to contemplate God as He presents Himself in His
own Word. The regulative principle makes worship right, but
it also makes worshipers rejoice.
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Word-based worship is under assault in many churches
today. Pastors are under pressure to give church members
what they want, which is often not Word-based worship. The
demand for corporate worship that is not driven by God’s
Word reveals that the issue is more than one of style and
personal preferences. The issue is theology. Few church
members object to Bible teaching, but few agree with John
Piper: “If worship is meant to be a spiritual communion with
God and a reverent, loving response to God, then at the heart
of worship must be revelation of God Himself, and He has
ordained to be known mainly by His Word.” The loudest
voices in the church today assume that Word-based worship is
somehow an oxymoron: real praise and worship (they claim)
must be music-based.

VI. What About Music?

Word-based worship affirms a vital role for music. The
book of Psalms constitutes a clear scriptural warrant for
music’s place in corporate worship. Singing psalms, hymns,
and spiritual songs (Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16) is one of the biblically
prescribed elements of corporate worship (along with reading
the Scriptures, preaching the Bible and hearing that preaching,
praying, and administering the ordinances/sacraments). One
of the worship reforms instituted by Reformation leaders was
the expansion of congregational singing in worship services.
“Next to the Word of God, music deserves the highest praise,”
wrote Martin Luther. “The gift of language combined with the
gift of song was given to man that he should proclaim the
Word of God through music.” Luther went so far as to train
young ministers in music. Worshiping God is so exhilarating
that intellectual analysis won’t suffice: we need song to exalt
our glorious God.

However, a discussion of corporate worship can neither
begin with nor focus upon a discussion of music. When we
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reduce worship discussions to music discussions, we implic-
itly define worship as music-based rather than Word-based
(and implicitly minimize the other prescribed elements of
worship). Music is important but not all-important. When we
allow music to dominate our thinking about worship, we can
unintentionally fall into the error described by Professor
Harold Best: we “can create the impression that God is more
present when music is being made than when it is not; that
worship is more possible with music than without it; and that
God might possibly depend on its presence before appearing.”
What we do during the week—our pursuit of personal holi-
ness, our private devotional times, our faithfulness to the tasks
to which God has called us—plays a larger role in the quality
of our Sunday worship than the song selection. Spiritual
authenticity is far more needful than musical virtuosity.
Barring the outrageous and blasphemous, a Christian who is
determined to worship God in a Lord’s Day worship service
can succeed in doing so regardless of the musical style.

Many problems are avoided if we begin by locating music
within the category labeled “the ministry of God’s Word.” The
assumption today is that music is its own category and there-
fore operates according to its own rules. That’s not how the
Bible treats spiritual music, however. The Bible sets forth spir-
itual music as a vehicle for proclaiming God’s Word. Consider
Colossians 3:16: “Let the word of Christ richly dwell within
you, with all wisdom teaching and admonishing one another
with psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with
thankfulness in your hearts to God.” This verse establishes
that worship music must cause the word of Christ (and not
some other word) to dwell richly within God’s people. Music
is to be a tool for teaching and admonishing one another, thus
making it functionally similar to preaching. Pulpit teaching
possesses the authority to teach and admonish when it is a
faithful exposition of the Bible; it loses that authority when it
becomes only something that makes us feel good. The same is
true for music.
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The psalms are an even more obvious example of singing’s
educational component. The book of Psalms functioned as the
divinely-inspired hymnal for God’s people for millennia, en-
abling them to sing doctrine, prayers, moral applications,
redemptive history, and God’s character. The psalms allowed
worshipers to express God-directed emotions through a scrip-
tural grid. For them, singing was a way of meditating upon
and implementing God’s Word.

Because congregational singing is a way of considering
God’s Word, church music must answer the questions we put
to church sermons: is it doctrinally true? does it display bibli-
cal content? is it excessively shallow? is it theocentric? does it
accurately represent the character of God? is the tone or mood
reverential? When worship music is thought of as something
that exists within its own category, it no longer needs to
answer these Word-based questions.

Similarly, our thinking about church music should resem-
ble our thinking about church sermons. A pulpit sermon
should provide more than warm feelings and oratorical pleas-
ure: it should be a prophetic word that goes against the grain
of our fallen world. Likewise, singing in corporate worship has
a purpose much higher than musical pleasure. God’s Word
teaches, reproves, corrects, and trains (2 Tim. 3:16), so God’s
Word sung ought to teach and admonish as well (Col. 3:16).
When we sing the Bible, church music will convict and com-
fort, rebuke and restore, instruct and invigorate. “In per-
forming its rightful duties,” reminds music professor Calvin
Johansson, “music will often be a cause for complaint. Such is
the cause of any prophetic ministry.” Expect the Word sung to
do what the Word preached does, namely lead us to both
repent and rejoice.

Hymns and choruses are means of grace only insofar as
they proclaim the Word of God. Good worship music is music
with a high “truth quotient.” It is similar to singing an ortho-
dox creed or a biblically-guided prayer. Good worship music
is valuable in the same way that a good sermon is valuable:
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both are vehicles whereby God’s Word is proclaimed. Of
course, even a good hymn only scratches the surface of bibli-
cal exposition, if only due to a song’s brevity. By necessity, a
hymn is limited in how much truth it can communicate: it
offers a sound-bite version of Scripture. Yet a good hymn can
express that truth vividly and powerfully. Good songs
(whether old or new) perform the essential service of distilling
profound truths into memorable phrases, thereby planting
truths deep within our souls. (During the 1500s, one Roman
Catholic leader testified to music’s power by lamenting, “The
whole people is singing itself into this Lutheran doctrine.”)

In addition to teaching doctrine, good music also
promotes Word-based worship. It puts God’s words into our
minds and mouths. Like the prompter who stands off-stage
and reminds stumbling actors of their forgotten lines, good
hymns remind distracted worshipers of the appropriate things
to say to God in worship.

Should we be opposed to worship music that has been
written recently? No. Some recent compositions are faithful,
meaty, and reverent expressions of God’s Word that display a
strong Godward orientation. This makes them appropriate for
worship. By the same token, some old hymns are doctrinally
weak and excessively man-centered; they should be avoided
in worship services. (For example, the old revival meeting
“I’m so glad I did what I did” songs focus on our responses to
the exclusion of God’s initiatives.) With regard to a song’s
content, oldness and newness is not the issue; “truth quotient”
is the issue. Self-congratulatory songs and trite jingles are
unacceptable regardless of their age. However, older hymns
have one advantage over even the best of newer ones: they
enable today’s worshipers to connect with worshipers from
previous generations. Older hymns remind us that we
embrace an ancient and well-established faith. They make us
part of a millennia-old community of God’s people in a way
that newer hymns cannot. However, I point this out only so
that we retain the older hymns, not exclude newer ones.



27

What about the music that accompanies the words? We
need not sing only to the melodies that were commonplace in
the 1700s and 1800s. Old, slow, and plain is not necessarily
better. However, melodies must be reverential and dignified
(which does not prevent them from being triumphant or
contemplative). In general, simple melodies work well for two
reasons. First, they do not distract singers from the words. A
song’s “truth quotient” is useless if the worshiper is unable to
meditate upon it while singing. Tails should not wag dogs,
and melodies should not overwhelm words. Second, simple
melodies are singable by congregations, which are comprised
almost entirely of non-professional singers. Just because a
contemporary Christian artist can sing a song does not mean
that the one hundred untrained voices at Grace Baptist Church
can as well. Good worship music must be singable worship
music. Worshiping is hindered when a congregation struggles
with singing a song. As C. S. Lewis put it, one isn’t really danc-
ing if he is concentrating intently on getting the steps right.

Must new melodies ape contemporary musical styles? No.
Of course, it is not true that God is more pleased with us when
we seem more irrelevant to our culture. But it is no liability if
the church possesses distinctive music. The church is a colony
of Heaven; its members are aliens, strangers, and exiles on
earth (Heb. 11:13; Phil. 3:20). As cultural dissidents, our corpo-
rate meetings should be somewhat subversive. At very least,
we are under no obligation to make the church’s worship
music sound like the world’s recreational music. Professors D.
G. Hart and John R. Muether point out that the contrast
between the church and the world should perhaps be most
obvious when the church is worshiping. Professor Gene
Edward Veith likewise observes that we need not apologize
for otherworldly psalters and hymns because “an alien musi-
cal style” (his phrase) can call people to a new corporate
identity as Christ’s church.

What about singing the psalms? I add my voice to the
growing call for a return to more psalm-singing. Both



Ephesians 5:19 and Colossians 3:16 include a command to sing
at least some psalms. The book of Psalms constitutes a
divinely-inspired songbook, one that infallibly balances sound
theology and the full range of human emotions. We praise the
Bible for its intrinsic power; why are we so reluctant to sing the
Bible? The psalms are relentlessly God-centered, so their
expressions of human emotions are set within a God-focused
paradigm. I rejoice to sing the psalms as they appear in the old
psalters, but newer psalm arrangements and newer melodies
are welcome. At least some of the current squabbling over
contemporary Christian music would subside if musically-
gifted men would turn their attention to more psalm-singing.
They could arrange psalms into singable formats, and then
compose singable and God-exalting melodies. If we truly wish
for our music to promote worship, then by all means let us
joyfully and eagerly reclaim that portion of the Bible that God
specifically designed for worship singing!

Is the appeal for Word-based worship an assault upon
music? Absolutely not. However, it is an appeal for Word-
based music.

Do you want a real praise and worship service? Do you
wish to commune with God intimately? Then seek God in

His Word. Translate your confidence in the Word of God into
a desire for corporate worship where you read the Bible,
preach the Bible, sing the Bible, pray the Bible, and see the
Bible. By faith, expect Word-based worship to be Christ-
revealing worship. In particular, cultivate the art of meeting
God in the preached Word. Good preaching is more than
correct proclamation of the Truth; it is God Himself proclaim-
ing His Truth in His own words. “The preacher explains the
text,” said Augustine. “If he says what is true, it is Christ
speaking.” Enter into His presence.
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FOR ADDITIONAL STUDY

Worshipers wishing to explore this topic further will profit
from Give Praise to God: A Vision for Reforming Worship, edited
by Philip Graham Ryken, Derek W. H. Thomas, and J. Ligon
Duncan III (2003). In some ways, this booklet is an attempt to
condense and highlight the key points in this excellent work.
To enhance readability, I did not provide references for the
numerous quotations and borrowed concepts here; many are
from this book. See also With Reverence and Awe: Returning to
the Basics of Reformed Worship, by D. G. Hart and John R.
Muether (2002); A Better Way: Rediscovering the Drama of God-
Centered Worship, by Michael Horton (2003); and Worship by the
Book (2002), edited by D. A. Carson. Two works do an out-
standing job of explaining to pastors how the pulpit sermon
itself can be (and ought to be) the highlight of worshiping. See
John Piper’s “Preaching as Worship: Meditations on Exposi-
tory Exultation,” which were lectures delivered at Trinity
Evangelical Divinity School in 1994. The text of these lectures
first appeared in Trinity Journal 16NS (1995). See also Chapters
10 and 11 of Bryan Chapell’s Christ-Centered Preaching: Redeem-
ing the Expository Sermon (2005, Second Edition). Chapell
explains how to craft redemptive and God-centered sermons.
For discussions of music, see Leonard R. Payton, “Congrega-
tional Singing and the Ministry of the Word,” Reformation and
Revival 7 (Winter 1998): 119-165; Paul S. Jones, Singing and
Making Music: Issues in Church Music Today (2006); and Calvin
M. Johansson, Discipling Music Ministry: Twenty-first Century
Directions (1992).
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