To Worship God:  a theological philosophy of worship

What is worship? The question of what worship is has troubled theologians and worshipers for thousands of years. A literal definition of worship is “to regard with great, even extravagant respect, honor, or devotion” (Woolf 1342), or to ascribe worth to God (Stake 187). Judson Cornwall in his book Elements of Worship describes worship as “one person responding in his or her spirit to the one very true God, but very often this experience of worship occurs when individuals are gathered together in a collective expression to God” (Cornwall 1). It is difficult to gain a clear understanding of what worship is because worship encompasses so many different elements in one event. It is music, communion, remembrance, celebration, prayer, dancing, crying, painting, tongues, silence, and so many other things that a simple definition will not suffice. Worship is universal and includes everything in creation, according to Psalm 19. Worship is also multi-directional in its perspective because it draws from the past (what Christ has done), the present (what Christ is doing now) and the future (what Christ will do). What is worship? I doubt there will ever be an ideal answer to the question of what worship is which encompasses all of the aspects of worship, but one can journey towards an answer through looking at worship in its many different forms. 


If worship is admiration of the Godhead and an expression of God’s worthiness than why should we worship and who should worship? Worship has been around since the beginning of time, and when we worship God we join in with all of creation and the angels in worship of the Holy creator God. We do not worship God because God “needs” our worship to boost his ego and we do not worship God out of duty, but we worship God because He is more than worthy of our praise  (Psalm 145:3) and because He loves us and desires us to be in constant communion with Him. We were created to worship God and that is our sole purpose on earth and will be our sole purpose when we bow down before the throne of God in heaven. Who worships God? Philippians 2:10-11 states that every knee will bow and every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord and this is echoed in the visions of John in Revelation  where people from every tribe and nation of the world throughout time bow down before the Lord in worship. Everyone is called to worship, but it is our choice whether or not we will respond to the call to worship God. Psalm 19 also shows that all of creation, not just humanity, worships God. We also join in with the angels in worship (Psalm 148). So, to worship God means to join in with all of creation in adoration of the God of the universe. When one thinks of worship in this context worship becomes a monumental event that we as humanity are bestowed with the privilege to join in.   


What does worship look like? Throughout the world different churches worship the Lord differently. From the African churches which use tribal drums and dance, to a small country church in Saskatchewan that worships God on a detuned piano, to a mega church in California with a million dollar multimedia system. Although there is a variety of worship types, contemporary, traditional, postmodern, children, etc. there are three main things that every worship service must include. Every corporate worship service must include prayer, expression of one’s heart to God, and the Word. Prayer is central to worshipping God. Very often we engage in worship without spending personal or corporate time in prayer and this is a monumental mistake. Prayer ushers the church into worship and is a time to contemplate your relationship with Christ, confess sin that my hinder your worship, praise God in your own words, lift up your needs or needs of other people, and get your mind, body, and spirit prepared to express your heart to God. There are many ways that we can express our heart to God in worship. One of the most common ways is through singing worship songs and through music. Believers also express their hearts through different forms of art, prayer, journaling, reading the Bible and countless other ways. Expressing your heart means expressing what ever you are feeling, whether joy or grievance, to God. It is recognizing who God is and expressing His worthiness through whatever means you feel most comfortable with. This should also include a time of thankfulness for what Christ has done and a time of worshiping God for whom He is. The final aspect that needs to be a part of every worship service is the Word. This is also known as the kerygma service, which comes out of 1 Corinthians 1:22-23 and is translated “to preach”. This service can include preaching teaching, evangelism, or outreach and is laid out by Paul in 1 Corinthians 14:26, “When you come together, everyone has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation. All of these must be done for the strengthening of the church” (Liesch 162). This time of preaching or teaching is an important time to grow in our knowledge of God and His word. This is important because Jesus Christ desires us to worship Him not just in spirit (spiritual) but also in truth (theology). Of course in every worship service these three elements may vary and there may be more elements added to the service such as communion, announcements, baptism, offering, and many more.   



How does one know whether worship is authentic worship of God, and how can one judge whether or not other worship styles are genuine? Genuine worship is worship in which an individual expresses their heart to God, and where God’s heart is expressed to the individual. Genuine and authentic worship happens when all that one does is focused on God and expresses their love and devotion to Him. This may take many different forms and it is often difficult to judge other people’s hearts as to whether their worship is genuine or not. There is no need to worry about whether another individual’s worship is genuine or not, that is between them and God. What we need to do when we worship is gauge whether our worship is Christ centered and pleasing to Him. We should all strive to be genuine in our worship whether it is the words we are singing, the prayers we are praying, or the Word we are sharing.  


Worship is not only an individual expression of one’s devotion to Christ, but also a congregational experience, as found in scripture. Throughout the Old and New Testament worship often includes a collective group of individuals worshipping God together: from the ancient worship of God in King David’s time to the early church meeting in the homes of Christians. Just as in a choir the individual voices make up one sound, so it is in our worship. Although each individual is expressing their heart to God we are joining with our fellow worshippers and all of creation to worship Him. Jesus said, “For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them” (Matthew 18:20) and when we are gathered together in the Lord’s name the experience of worship is different than when we worship God individually. It is important to have times of worship of God alone (quiet time) but it is also just as important to join together with others that love God and worship Him together. When we worship God our appearance, gender, age, occupation, social class, nationality, even denomination should not matter. What should matter is that we are joined together in worship of our Lord, individually and collectively as one body. 

Worship is also multi-directional in its perspective. This means that worship draws on the past, present, and future and this multi-directional outlook should encompass tradition and change as well. When one takes a look at the church they realize that tradition plays a major role in not just the order of our worship services (ordered in the way of the synagogue) but also in the context in which we worship. It is important to draw on tradition in contemporary worship. As Robert Webber puts it, 

“Churches of nearly every denomination are discovering the worship of the Biblical and historical traditions. Churches of nearly every tradition are discovering each other and are recognizing that elements of worship preserved in other traditions are relevant to today’s worship. What is happening is the convergence of worship traditions, a blending of worship old and new” (Webber 12)

There needs to be an openness to draw from other traditions and other denominations. One must also draw from the traditions of the early, medieval, and reformed churches to shape a multidirectional worship. Of course, not every tradition of the church is relevant and useful, but we must never get in the habit of ignoring tradition or writing it off as useless. Gems of tradition from the earlier generations of the church such as hymns, icons, liturgy, written prayers and other aspects can greatly enhance the Church’s worship today.  The other multi-directional perspective of worship is to the present and the future. As our world and its outlook changes so must our way of worshipping God. We need to stay relevant with the culture that we are a part of, and at the same time stay grounded in authentic worship. It is easy to sacrifice our orthodoxy to the price of relevance, but one must find the common ground in which they balance orthodoxy and relevance. This change or maneuver towards relevance should be in our music, art, the way we view worship, and our kerygma service, but it should not replace the God whom we worship. This has always been a struggle for the church, how does the Church translate the gospel and worship to meet the needs of our culture.   As Jesus says in John 14, we are not of this world, but we need to be a part of it and if we want to impact our culture we need to focus both on worship Old and New. 


What does a “worship leader” look like? I have seen many types of worship leaders in the church from the spiked haired bushy goateed David Crowder to a well-kept gray haired organ player in a church I once attended in Arizona. Worship is an important event in the life of the church and this means that the role of the worship leader is an important one as well. Age, gender, and race should not be a deciding factor in whether or not someone can be a worship leader. What counts is a heart to lead others in worship and a sense of calling from God to do so. You do not have to be an amazing musician, an eloquent speaker, or a tremendous singer, what matters is one’s heart. If someone is leading worship because they like to perform music then they should perform music, not lead worship. It is the sole purpose of the worship leader to offer the worshipping community the opportunity and environment to freely and comfortably express their heart to God (although it is not always comfortable). It is also the responsibility of the worship leader to make sure that they do not add to the distraction of the worshipper, but act just as any other laborer for Christ and allow Him to work through them to impact God’s people. A worship leader needs to be able to work well with other people, be willing to be humble, stay open to how the Spirit leads, and be willing to lead others in worship. As well, they need to have a solid relationship with Jesus and a foundational theology of God. Of course we all screw up, but a worship leader needs to live a life above reproach just as 1 Timothy 3:2 says. Every time that a worship leader leads he or she needs to be aware of the enormous responsibility that they have to offer people the chance to join in the worship of God. Worshipping God should never become routine, although in some circumstances this can happen, but worship should be vibrant and alive. When a leader consider whom they are worshipping, why they are worshipping, and who else is worshipping, leading worship should be a privilege and something one takes very seriously. 


The face of worship is changing and it is moving into the future. Just as the church has always evolved and changed as the world around it changes so now as the way engage in worship is evolving and changing too. There are exciting things on the horizon for the worshipping church. My generation is the new worship leaders and pastors in the church and with this generation we bring a new vitality and postmodern outlook to the church. The church has been ordered and run for the past few decades around the ideas and foundations of modernism (very program driven), which were relevant to the times that they were used. The new postmodern church that is developing is more open and willing to incorporate tradition, art, music, multimedia, and many new aspects into worship. Worship is become more available to the world to see through mass media worship teams like Delirious, Passion, Sonic Flood, Third Day, and the Newsboys. Now you hear worship music on the radio daily that is on par with what is on the secular stations and can reach out to those who listen to music (most of the world). There is also a lot more multimedia driven worship that appeals to all of the senses because we are meant to worship God with all five senses. There is also a rise of acceptance of different forms of worship which allow different types of people the freedom to approach God and pour out their hearts to Him in ways that they feel most comfortable. From Rock and Roll worship, Techno Worship raves, and acoustic coffee shop worship. There is also unmistakably a return by the church to liturgy and tradition, which by some evangelicals was considered too catholic to be good. There is a major Pentecostal movement growing throughout the world and the Pentecostal churches are definitely growing daily. Included in this is a more universal church, which incorporates the whole body of Christ not just the Western worldview. As the churches in Africa, South America, and Asia grow the way they worship will greatly influence the way North Americans worship. I also see a growth in Youth oriented worship services and ministries that reach out to youth in a way that speaks to their generation. Ministries like Younglife, skate ministries, and other youth ministries aimed at translating the gospel in a way that youth understand. There are so many good things on the horizon for the church in regards to worship that it makes me laugh when people say that the church is dying. Christ’s church is being reborn! But this change in the church is going to have to happen gradually over time. The younger generation is going to need to be aware of the older generation and incorporate the change to new worship respectfully and carefully. 


What is worship? Worship encompasses the very heart beat of the church and as we feel the pulse and begin to understand what it is it will bring life to the Church and to our worship. Every believer is called to worship God, and this privileged task is our calling now and for eternity. Worship is an expression of one’s heart to God and the response of God to that expression. As the church moves into the new age of postmodernity there will definitely be a shift in the way that the church engages in worship, but not in the God the worship is directed to. Worship is an integral part of every believer’s relationship with God and although a definition of worship encompasses so many aspects it is the simple loving response of creation to its Creator. 
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