
CHRISTIAN WORSHIP 

From the time of David, the central Israelite shrine 
for worship was Mt. Zion, where Solomon built the 

temple (Ps. 78:67-72; 132:11-16). Some thirty miles 

or so to the north was another shrine, this one 
maintained by the Samaritans on Mt. Gerizim. In the 

Samaritan edition of the Pentateuch, a special 
command was recorded after Exodus 20:17, which 

stipulated that a sanctuary was to be built on Mt. 

Gerizim for worship. By the time of Jesus, the 
argument about which was the proper place for 

worship had gone on for several centuries. 

It is this controversy which was raised by the 

Samaritan woman when she met Jesus at an ancient 
well near the foot of Mt. Gerizim. “Our fathers 

worshiped on this mountain,” she challenged, “but you Jews claim that the place where we must worship 

is in Jerusalem.” But Jesus responded, “Believe me, a time is coming when you will worship neither on 
this mountain nor in Jerusalem. A time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will 

worship the Father in spirit and truth” (Jn. 4:20-25)! 

While everyone seems to agree that Jesus was calling for a higher level of worship, it is also true that 

Christians sometimes engage in the same kind of argumentation as the Samaritan woman—should we 

worship this way or that way? Liturgical, free style, charismatic, ordered, spontaneous, solemn, vibrant—
with hymnbooks or without, with choirs or without—the styles are endless. Like the Samaritan woman, 

we are often preoccupied with our own particular sacred mountain. 

What Jesus described as worshiping “in spirit and in truth” was not so much a matter of style as of a 

humble, contrite, grateful and adoring spirit. A new order of worship was being inaugurated which 
rendered the old questions obsolete. The fact that God himself is Spirit and that Jesus was that divine 

Spirit, revealed as the incarnate glory of the Father, meant that there was a new locus for worship—Jesus 

himself (2 Co. 3:18). The place of worship was indifferent; the object of worship was crucial! 

Some might assume, therefore, that Jesus intended to eliminate all external forms of worship in 

preference for a purely internal kind, but the worship of the earliest Christians seems to suggest 
otherwise. In fact, the early church practiced various external forms, including teaching, fellowship, 

celebrating the Lord’s table, and prayer (Ac. 2:42, 46). In their meetings, which they encouraged all 

believers to attend (He. 10:25), they practiced corporate prayer, which is especially reflected in the plural 
“Our Father” of the Lord’s prayer (Mt. 6:9-13; cf. Ac. 4:24; 1 Ti. 2:8). They sang hymns (Mk. 14:26; Ac. 

16:25; 1 Co. 14:26; Col. 3:16; Ja. 5:13). They publicly read the scriptures (Col. 4:16; 1 Th. 5:27; 1 Ti. 
4:13). They preached and taught (Ac. 4:2; 5:20-21; 20:20; 2 Ti. 2:2; 4:2). They celebrated the Lord’s 

Table (Ac. 20:7; 1 Co. 10:15-17; 11:33-34). They baptized converts (Ac. 2:41; 16:15, 33; 18:8). They 
shared in various sorts of spiritual encouragement and exhortation (1 Co. 14:26). 

In these worship forms, there were at least three things which were different than before. One, as has 

been mentioned, was the object of worship. Jesus the Messiah—crucified, buried, raised and glorified—
was the center of their praise (Ga. 1:3-5; 6:14; Ep. 1:3; 3:20-21; Re. 5:11-14). Second, the gift of the 

Holy Spirit had established a new relationship between humans and God so that their worship was now at 
a higher level of intimacy (Ro. 8:15-16, 26-27; Ga. 4:6; 2 Co. 4:6; Ep. 5:18-20). Finally, true worship was 

viewed as flowing over into everyday life. Worship was not merely a matter of congregational form, it 

was a matter of personally living a life of Christian service (Ro. 12:1-2; 14:17-18; Phil. 4:18; He. 13:15-
16). 

For the early Christians, true worship had to do more with the people than the building. Christians 
worshiped in synagogues (Ac. 13:14), the temple (Ac. 5:12), lecture halls (Ac. 19:9) and homes 



(Phm. 2). What the temple was to the old form of worship, the community itself was to the new order—

for the people were the temple (1 Pe. 2:4-5; Ep. 2:19-22). 

In early Christian worship there was both freedom and order. The freedom was not chaotic, nor the order 

stagnant. Rather, freedom was regulated by certain guidelines, and order was open to fresh inspiration. 
The general criteria by which any particular act of congregational worship was to be evaluated was 

edification and intelligibility, that is, the propriety of worship was shaped by the questions, “Is it 

upbuilding?” and “Is it understandable?” These criteria are most clearly explained in Paul’s first Corinthian 
letter. 

In Corinth, freedom had degenerated into offensiveness and confusion. Outsiders were inclined to think 
that the Corinthians were insane (1 Co. 14:23). Acts of worship were employed which were meaningless 

to the congregation as a whole (1 Co. 14:7-12, 16-19). People were apparently trying to address the 
church simultaneously (1 Co. 14:27, 30-32), and the service of the Lord’s Table was so severely abused 

that Paul said, “Your meetings do more harm than good” (1 Co. 11:17). 

In his response to the Corinthians, Paul sought to bring their worship into an orderly form, since, as he 
said, “God is not a God of disorder” (1 Co. 14:33a). At the same time, he refused to strip them of 

freedom, instead giving them guidelines to prevent their freedom from becoming offensive and abusive 
(1 Co. 14:26, 39-40). 

These principles of early Christian worship are just as valid today. Christ is still the object of all worship. 

The congregation is still the temple of the Holy Spirit in which God dwells. True worship should still 
overflow into one’s lifestyle. The Holy Spirit still creates an intimacy of relationship with God which makes 

worship vibrant and personal. The principles of order and freedom should still characterize Christian 
gatherings. 

Furthermore, the acts and forms of worship employed by the early Christians are still very appropriate. 
Christians today, just as centuries ago, 

continue to pray together, sing songs, read 

scripture, baptize converts, preach, teach, 
fellowship, and celebrate the Lord’s Table. 

Above all, they do these things “in spirit and 
in truth”! When they do, they bring honor 

and glory to God, for these are the kind of 

worshipers the Father seeks (Jn. 4:23b). 


