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INTRODUCTION 
 

 The most important and fundamental ingredient in biblical Christian worship is 

the Triune God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. All true Christian worship takes place by, 

in, and to the Trinity. The secondary ingredient in biblical Christian worship is the 

worshiper(s). God, however, initiates all engagement with himself. He alone makes the 

interaction of worship possible by both taking the first step, and making a way for 

worshipers to acceptably respond. That acceptable response happens only through the 

mediation of Christ, as the entire exchange is dependent on God. Without Christ as the 

mediator, no Christian worship would be acceptable because it requires holiness and 

perfect obedience. Jesus is the only person who is (or has ever been) capable of 

delivering such requirements. He takes the brokenness and unworthy prayers of the 

worshiper(s), sanctifies them, and perfectly offers them to the Father.1  

In Christian worship, there are two movements taking place. God moves toward 

humanity, and humanity responds by moving toward God. This may seem to suggest that 

the responsibility is on people to respond to God, but the truth is that God initiates and 

sustains both movements (while freely giving them to the worshipers in Jesus Christ).2 

The Incarnate Christ is both God and man. He stands as both the subject and object of 

                                                
1  James B. Torrance, Worship, Community & the Triune God of Grace (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008), 15. 

 
2  Ibid., 53. 
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worship. David Peterson defines worship as “an engagement with (God) on the terms that 

he proposes and in the way that he alone makes possible.”3 In other words, God makes all 

the rules. He has set the terms, made a way, and offered the opportunity to engage with 

him. Without the Father setting these terms, there would be no clear standard for worship. 

Without Christ, there would be no way for broken humanity to meet that standard, and 

without the Holy Spirit there would be no way for people to access Christ. According to 

both the Old and New Testaments, acceptable worship is a matter of responding to God’s 

initiative in the way that he requires.4 Understanding these requirements and recognizing 

the role of each person of the Godhead leads to the sure conclusion that the only worship 

acceptable to God is trinitarian. 

The content of this God-initiated and God-sustained interaction between humanity 

and the Trinity is rooted in the gospel and tells God’s story.5 This story is the one that 

extends throughout the entire narrative of Scripture (because the true nature of Scripture 

is that it is God’s story, the true story of the world).6 This narrative consists of four major 

parts: creation, the fall, redemption, and the new creation.7 These are the themes that are 

regularly present and remembered in Christian worship as the story is told again and 

                                                
3  David Peterson, Engaging with God: a Biblical Theology of Worship (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2002), 20. 

 
4  Ibid., 19. 
 
5  Robert E. Webber, Ancient-Future Worship: Proclaiming and Enacting God's 
Narrative (Grand Rapids, MI.: Baker Books, 2008), 40. 
 
6  Craig G. Bartholomew and Michael W. Goheen, The Drama of Scripture: Finding 
Our Place in the Biblical Story (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), 11. 
 
7  Christopher Wright, Salvation Belongs to Our God (Global Christian 
Library) (Nottingham, England: InterVarsity Press, 2008), 100. 
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again. Just as Jesus stands in the center of trinitarian worship (as the mediator), he also 

stands in the center of the gospel story. Christ is the key to the Word because he is the 

Word (John 1:1). The written Word cannot be truly understood without embracing the 

Incarnate Word.  

 Biblical Christian worship tells the Story of God by remembering the redemptive 

nature of God’s continual interaction with His people. The beauty of this story is 

illustrated in worship itself, as worship is a continuation of this interaction. In other 

words, worship not only tells God’s story, it “does God’s story.”8 God moves toward 

humanity, and humanity (empowered by God) moves back toward him. God is the object 

and the subject, the initiator and sustainer. True Christian worship takes place by, in, and 

through the Triune God of grace. 

 Within the context of this definition of Christian worship, there are three specific 

topics that require exploration. The first one will unpack God as the subject of worship, 

while the second and third topics will examine the participants (worshipers) and the 

activities of worship, respectively.  

GOD AS THE SUBJECT OF WORSHIP 

 The one question that must begin this exploration is: who is God? As basic as this 

may seem, the answer to this question is the starting point for all Christian worship. God 

is “I am” (Exodus 3:14) and God is one (Deuteronomy 6:4). He is the “Alpha and 

Omega” (Revelation 1:8) and he is the Word (John 1:1). He is the Advocate (John 14:26) 

and the “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace” (Isaiah 

9:6). The Triune God is the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit (1 Peter 1:1-2).  

                                                
8  Robert E. Webber, Ancient-Future Worship: Proclaiming and Enacting God's 
Narrative (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2008), 29. 
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 This Triune God must be at the center of all Christian worship. He is the Subject 

of this worship because he is the one who makes a way for believers to enter into his 

presence.9 This takes place as the Holy Spirit enables people to access Christ as the one 

and only true mediator of genuine Christian worship. Christ stands in for the human 

participants to do what they cannot do for themselves.10 When Christians gather for 

worship, they do so as the “people of the Christ event.”11 They are identified by the work 

done on their behalf, not by their own efforts or actions.  

 The second question that must be looked at is: what has God done? The answer to 

this question begins with God establishing the entire created order, including mankind 

(Genesis 1). God’s first step toward man was when he formed him from the dust of the 

earth and breathed life into his nostrils (Genesis 2). Since that day, God has been 

pursuing those he made in his own image.   

  The book of Exodus tells the story of the primary redemptive event that takes 

place under the first covenant. In fact, the Old Testament (as a whole) “celebrates the 

Passover and Exodus as the supreme act of divine judgment and deliverance in Hebrew 

history (Exodus 6:6, 15:13; Deuteronomy 7:8, 13:5).”12 After generations of slavery and 

bondage to the Egyptians, God uses Moses to stand up for his children (Exodus 7-14). As 

                                                
9  Marva J. Dawn, A Royal Waste of Time: The Splendor of Worshiping God and 
Being Church for the World (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans Pub., 1999), 152-53. 
 
10  James B. Torrance, Worship, Community & the Triune God of Grace (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008), 46. 
 
11  Robert Webber, Worship Old and New: A Biblical, Historical, and Practical 
Introduction, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1994), 69. 
 
12  Andrew E. Hill, Enter His Courts with Praise: Old Testament Worship for the 
New Testament Church (Nashville, TN: Star Song Pub. Group, 1993), 37. 
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the Hebrew people are delivered from the hands of Pharaoh, a new pattern is established; 

redemption leads to worship!13 Exodus 15 demonstrates this new pattern as Moses and 

the Israelites sing a song of victory, giving God praise and declaring, “I will sing to the 

Lord for he is highly exalted. The horse and its rider he has hurled into the sea” (Exodus 

15:1).  

 With the Exodus as the primary example of God’s redemptive interaction with the 

Israelites in the Old Testament, the story of God’s relationship with his people continues. 

This continuation reaches its climax with the story of Jesus Christ and the ultimate act of 

redemption that will not only redeem a certain people, but will redeem the entire created 

order.14 The Exodus event is the prototype for the Christ event,15 and the two events stand 

as the prime examples of God reaching out his mighty hand of deliverance for his 

creation. In the Old Testament, the chosen people of God (the Israelites) were delivered 

from the hands of their oppressors, and in the New Testament, the chosen people of God 

(all who believe) are delivered from all evil as “God acts to accomplish the salvation of 

the entire creation.”16  

 The final question that must be answered regarding God as the subject of worship 

is: what does God expect? The Old Testament is clear that faith, obedience, and gratitude 

                                                
13  Ibid. 
 
14  Craig G. Bartholomew and Michael W. Goheen, The Drama of Scripture: Finding 
Our Place in the Biblical Story (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), 129. 
 
15  Andrew Hill, “Survey of the Historical Development of Worship During the 
Biblical Period” (paper presented in conjunction with the first lecture for DWS 701, 
Orange Park, FL, June 12, 2014), 2. 
 
16  Craig G. Bartholomew and Michael W. Goheen, The Drama of Scripture: Finding 
Our Place in the Biblical Story (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), 164. 
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are required for acceptable worship.17 The New Testament takes it much farther as 

worship is understood as “responding with one’s whole life and being to the divine 

kingship of Jesus.”18 Taking this as the standard of what God expects presents more than 

just a difficult task for the worshiper, it presents a seeming impossibility.  

If God expects perfection (responding with one’s whole life), then anyone who 

deals with sin is unacceptable. The very existence of sin in one’s life is a barrier, and 

eliminates the possibility of acceptable worship.19 Throughout history, only one man has 

lived sinless and offered up true holiness and perfect obedience. That man is Jesus.20 This 

realization takes the worshiper back to the very identity of God and what it means to have 

genuine trinitarian worship. If God is only interested in perfection and holiness, then he is 

only interested in the worship of his Son Jesus. This is why unitarian (as opposed to 

trinitarian) worship always falls short. Attempting to conjure enough good works or 

enough sincerity to appease God is futile and will never produce genuine worship. The 

only way to present acceptable worship to the Father is to participate vicariously in the 

worship of Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit.21 In the end, God is the subject of 

                                                
17  David Peterson, Engaging with God: a Biblical Theology of Worship (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2002), 63. 
 
18  Ibid., 144. 
 
19  Ibid., 169.  
 
20  Ibid., 110.  
 
21  James B. Torrance, Worship, Community & the Triune God of Grace (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008), 20. 
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worship because those who worship him are only able to do so by way of his “divine 

initiative.”22  

THE WORSHIPERS 

True worship comes together to “sing, tell, and enact God’s story.”23 This concept 

will be further explored under the activities of worship, but must be stated here in regards 

to the questions that surround the worshipers themselves. These questions will be 

answered through the lens of what Christopher Wright categorizes as the four major 

components of God’s story of salvation: creation, the fall, redemption, and the new 

creation.24 

The first questions for the worshiper are: who am I, and where do I come from? 

The answers to these questions are found in the creation narrative (part one of God’s 

salvific story). Genesis begins the story with God speaking the earth into existence. As 

the story unfolds, God creates light, land, the sky, vegetation, and all of the living 

creatures. His final creation is mankind, and the Bibles states, “God created mankind in 

his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them” 

(Genesis 1:27). This verse answers both questions. All worshipers come from God as the 

author of all life, and each worshiper’s identity is wrapped up in the image of the creator. 

This part of the story alone is enough to inspire the worship of the almighty maker of 

heaven and earth. 

                                                
22  Robert Webber, Worship Old and New: A Biblical, Historical, and Practical 
Introduction, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1994), 69. 
 
23  Robert E. Webber, Ancient-Future Worship: Proclaiming and Enacting God's 
Narrative (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2008), 40. 
 
24  Christopher Wright, Salvation Belongs to Our God (Global Christian 
Library) (Nottingham, England: InterVarsity Press, 2008), 100. 
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The second question for the worshiper is: what happened to me? The answer to 

this question is found in the story of the fall of man (part two of God’s salvific story). 

Genesis chapter three details the account of sin entering into the world through 

disobedience. This sin has infected and now contaminates all people, for “all have turned 

away, all have become corrupt; there is no one who does good, not even one” (Psalm 

14:3). This truth from the Psalms is also found in the New Testament as Paul writes, “all 

have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23). The inescapable truth is 

that sin has affected all mankind, and no one is exempt from its stain. 

This sobering reality leads to the third question for the worshiper: what is the 

solution? The answer to this question is redemption (part three of God’s salvific story). 

The only solution to the problem of sin is that mankind be redeemed. In the book of 

Romans, Paul does not stop after declaring that all have fallen short of God’s glory, but 

continues by writing, “and all are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that 

came by Christ Jesus” (Romans 3:24). So even though all have sinned, all are justified 

(by God’s grace) through redemption. God’s love motivated him to send his Son and 

make a way for all mankind to be redeemed (John 3:16). All people are guilty of sin, and 

the price for sin is death, “but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” 

(Romans 6:23)!  

This eternal life that Paul references in Romans chapter six is one of the answers 

to the final question regarding worshipers: why worship God? The complete answer to 

this question is explained through the new creation (part four of God’s salvific story). 

Jesus Christ renews those who believe in him, and Paul makes this very clear in his 

second letter to the Corinthians. “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ,” Paul writes, “he is a 
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new creation; the old has gone, the new has come” (1 Corinthians 5:17)! Paul reinforces 

this truth in his closing verses of the book of Galatians when he writes that “Neither 

circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what counts is the new creation” 

(Galatians 6:15).  There is no question that for Paul, worship was the natural response to 

being made new. He was adamant that all genuine transformation was the result of God’s 

work, and that the basis for true worship was found there.25 

The beauty of these reasons for worshiping God is found in the reality that the 

entire biblical story culminates in renewed creation. Not only the renewal of individual 

people (worshipers), but in the redemption, healing, and restoration of all things!26 This is 

the motivation for worship. God is working now, and has been since the very beginning 

of time, toward the full redemption of his creation. Why worship God? He deserves it. 

Why does he deserve it? He is making all things new (Revelation 21:1-5). 

THE ACTIVITIES OF WORSHIP (GOD AS THE OBJECT OF WORSHIP) 

 In worship, God is the audience (object) of the liturgy (work of the people). The 

leaders in worship do not perform, but rather direct the action of the people (actors) 

toward God.27 These actions and activities beg a list of questions, such as: how do I 

respond to God? When do I respond to God? Where do I respond to God? Who helps me 

respond to God? Rather than answering each of these questions individually, they can be 

                                                
25  Gerald L. Borchert, Worship in the New Testament: Divine Mystery and Human 
Response (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2008), 120. 
 
26  Craig G. Bartholomew and Michael W. Goheen, The Drama of Scripture: Finding 
Our Place in the Biblical Story (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), 208. 
 
27  Marva J. Dawn, A Royal Waste of Time: The Splendor of Worshiping God and 
Being Church for the World (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans Pub., 1999), 154. 
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filtered through Robert Webber’s three categories of worship: Content, Structure, and 

Style.28 

 Content is the first item on this list because it is the single most crucial aspect of 

biblical Christian worship. Webber states that, “the content of Christian worship is 

unabashedly Trinitarian.” Worship magnifies God the Father, gives thanks for the work 

of God the Son, and invokes the presence of God the Holy Spirit.29 In doing these things, 

“worship proclaims, enacts, and sings God’s story.”30 Telling God’s story in worship is 

important because it not only places the worshiper(s) within its own context, but it 

recognizes God as “Creator and Redeemer of all that is.”31 Telling (or doing) this story is 

more than reading a few verses from the Bible or a simple review of the passion 

narrative. This story draws in its participants. It is a story that demands full and active 

participation and reinforces the true meaning of liturgy (as a work of the people).   

 The key to the content of worship is that it is unchanging and immovable. True 

Christian worship must be directed toward the Father, through the mediation of the Son, 

by the power of the Holy Spirit. This is the only way a true worshiper responds to God. 

 Structure is next on the list, and comes with a biblically and historically based 

order of service: gathering, the Word, thanksgiving (the table), and dismissal. From the 

very first description of early worship in Acts 2:42, the focus of Christian worship has 

                                                
28  Robert E. Webber, Planning Blended Worship: the Creative Mixture of Old and 
New (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1998), 20. 
 
29  Ibid. 
 
30  Robert E. Webber, Ancient-Future Worship: Proclaiming and Enacting God's 
Narrative (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2008), 39. 
 
31  Ibid., 40.  
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been on the apostles’ teaching and the breaking of bread (in the context of prayer and 

fellowship). The practical implications of gathering to begin and dispersing in conclusion 

set forth the biblical precedent for understanding this as a fourfold order.32 For centuries, 

this order has been the primary structure used in Christian worship.  

In contrast to his comments on the uncompromising nature of worship’s content, 

Robert Webber changes his tone in a subtle way when it comes to structure. He writes, 

“The structure of worship most highly recommended is the fourfold pattern.”33 His use of 

the word “recommended” suggests that although there is ample historical evidence and a 

clear biblical precedent, the fourfold order of worship stops short of being mandated by 

God. Although this particular order seems to be somewhat negotiable, the nonnegotiable 

content of worship is guided by this structure. With that stated, veering too far from the 

biblical fourfold order should be done with extreme caution. 

It is with these conclusions that the content of worship, and the structure through 

which it is practiced, come together in somewhat of a merger. The structure is more than 

a meaningless container that is used to disperse the content, but it is in fact part of the 

content itself. James K. A. Smith suggests that discarding structure as nothing more than 

a way to communicate the message is “inherently intellectualist” because it not only 

reduces the gospel to a “propositional message” but it also fails to recognize the 

“formative power of the forms themselves.”34 He builds this argument on the foundation 

                                                
32  Robert E. Webber, Planning Blended Worship: the Creative Mixture of Old and 
New (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1998), 20. 
 
33  Ibid. 
 
34  James K.A. Smith, Imagining the Kingdom: How Worship Works (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker Academic, 2009), 168. 
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of what he calls the development of a Christian “habitus,” or that “nexus of dispositions 

by which we constitute our world without rational deliberation or conscious 

awareness.”35 This idea draws a considerable amount of attention to the way people do 

things, rather than focusing solely on what is done. Simply ingesting the proper biblical 

truths or being told what to do does not form a Christian habitus. Rather, it is acquired 

through practice (often times without intent). When this happens, habitus becomes 

“appropriated and incorporated to such an extent that it is as if it were natural.”36 This can 

be a wonderful reality when based on patterns of worship that shape and form the 

worshipers into disciples of Christ.  

Worship is more than a method of passing information along; it is the premier 

method of Christian discipleship and formation.37 This is true because worship not only 

informs the mind of each participant; it also forms their habitus and places them within 

the context of the very story it tells. Structure and content are so closely intertwined 

because without the formation of a Christian habitus (due in part to the structure of 

worship), one cannot fully engage with the content on what seems to be a natural level. In 

short, form matters.  

For good reason, style is the final item left on the list. As important as content and 

structure are, style seems to be the most analyzed and discussed of the three. The irony of 

this observation is that style is undoubtedly the least important, and has never been “a 

                                                
35  Ibid., 82. 
 
36  Ibid., 83. 
 
37  James K.A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural 
Formation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2009), 213. 
  



 12 

matter of biblical tradition.”38 Unlike content or structure, style is almost completely a 

matter of cultural preference and serves as a way to connect the tastes of the worshipers 

with the more important aspects of worship. Along with style, issues of location, 

architecture, appropriate attire, and many other culturally subjective things are not nearly 

as significant as they seem. For any particular group of worshipers, all or some of these 

things may be important, but as far as they relate to a proper theology of Christian 

worship they are (for the most part) incidental. In the end, worship is not really about 

gestures and rituals, but is “more fundamentally faith expressing itself in obedience and 

adoration.”39  

CONCLUSION 

 The primary participant in all Christian worship is Jesus Christ. He is at the center 

and makes worship possible, as he is in constant communion with the Father. For those 

who vicariously join Christ in his worship, love should be the primary motivation. Unlike 

so many who attempt to worship for narcissistic reasons, true Christian worship is offered 

to God for his own sake.40 There are no exceptions. There is no other way to offer God 

what he requires. The best looking and most professional attempts at worship fall short if 

the heart (and spirit) of the person is not rooted in the knowledge and obedience of God’s 

                                                
38  Robert E. Webber, Planning Blended Worship: the Creative Mixture of Old and 
New (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1998), 22. 
 
39  David Peterson, Engaging with God: a Biblical Theology of Worship (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2002), 283. 
 
40  James B. Torrance, Worship, Community & the Triune God of Grace (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008), 71. 
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Word.41 God does not require a certain outward appearance; he requires a certain inward 

condition.   

 As both the subject and the object of true worship, God continues to move in the 

direction of mankind. He has always been, and always will be engaging with his creation 

on his own terms. He has set the standard and provided the way for each and every 

person to meet it; he gave his son. Jesus now stands as the one and only mediator 

between God and man. Christian worship takes place by, in, and to the Triune God. By 

the power of the Holy Spirit, each worshiper is allowed the opportunity to join with 

Christ in his adoration of the Father.42 This is the only way for believers to genuinely 

engage with God and offer acceptable worship that demonstrates “a Christ-centered, 

gospel-serving, life-orientation.”43 

  

                                                
41 Andrew E. Hill, Enter His Courts with Praise: Old Testament Worship for the 
New Testament Church (Nashville, TN: Star Song Pub. Group, 1993), 26. 
 
42  James B. Torrance, Worship, Community & the Triune God of Grace (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008), 15. 
 
43 David Peterson, Engaging with God: a Biblical Theology of Worship (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2002), 293.  
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