


THE 
WORSHIP 
ARCHITECT
A Blueprint for Designing Culturally 
Relevant and Biblically Faithful Services

CONSTANCE M. CHERRY

SECOND EDITIONSECOND EDITION

K

_Cherry_WorshipArchitect_JZ_jck.indd   5_Cherry_WorshipArchitect_JZ_jck.indd   5 5/21/21   11:22 AM5/21/21   11:22 AM

Constance Cherry, The Worship Architect, 2nd ed. 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



ix

CONTENTS

Acknowledgments    xi

Introduction: Why a Book about Worship Design?    1

PHASE ONE  Laying the Foundations for Worship    11

 1. Establishing the Foundation: Biblical Worship    13
 2. Setting the Cornerstone: Worship Is Centered in Jesus Christ    31

PHASE TWO  Raising the Structure for Worship   47 

 3. Four Rooms for Encountering God: The Gospel Order of Worship    49
 4. The First Room: The Gathering    67
 5. The Second Room: The Word    83
 6. The Third Room: The Table of the Lord    103
 7. The Third Room: The Alternative Response to the Word    115
 8 The Fourth Room: The Sending    129

PHASE THREE  Installing Windows for Encountering God    141

 9. Encountering God in Prayer: Capturing the Heart of Worship    143
 10. Encountering God in Music: Singing the Church’s Song    169
 11. Encountering God in Music: Offering “Sound” Musical 

Leadership    201
 12. Encountering God in the Christian Year: Remembering the Whole 

Narrative    227

_Cherry_WorshipArchitect_JZ_jck.indd   9_Cherry_WorshipArchitect_JZ_jck.indd   9 5/21/21   11:22 AM5/21/21   11:22 AM

Constance Cherry, The Worship Architect, 2nd ed. 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



x

PHASE FOUR   Welcoming Worshipers for Authentic Engagement    243

 13. Engaging Style: Expressing Worship in an Authentic Voice    245
 14. Global Worship: Open the Doors and See All the People    271
 15. The Hospitable Worship Leader: Engaging Worshipers as 

Participants    291

Appendix A: A Definition of Christian Worship    303
Appendix B: Ten Basic Steps in Designing Vital Worship    305
Appendix C: Checklist for Designing Vital Worship    307
Appendix D: Seven Tips for Engaging with Livestreamed Worship    309
Notes    313
Index    333

CONTENTS

_Cherry_WorshipArchitect_JZ_jck.indd   10_Cherry_WorshipArchitect_JZ_jck.indd   10 5/21/21   11:22 AM5/21/21   11:22 AM

Constance Cherry, The Worship Architect, 2nd ed. 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



1

INTRODUCTION

Why a Book about Worship Design?

Worship has changed so much in the past seventy years in westernized cultures. 
The end of the Second World War created a big postwar boom in industry, 
population, universities, and churches in America. In terms of worship, it was 
a turning point that played itself out in notable ways. One thing led to another: 
the swelling of church attendance, the rise of numerous parachurch organiza-
tions, and several significant worship renewal movements of the mid- twentieth 
century such as the Jesus movement on the West Coast, the transdenomina-
tional charismatic renewal movement, and the sweeping liturgical changes of 
the Second Vatican Council. On the heels of these phenomena, the church 
growth movement made its significant imprint on the worship landscape as 
well. The truth is, worship remains an evolving reality, and like everything else 
in our world, its rate of change seems faster than ever before— which brings 
us to the need for a revised edition of this book.

There have been a lot of changes in worship in the past decade alone, 
making an update of The Worship Architect timely. Worship trends have 
most certainly not stood still. This revised edition will recognize some of 
the recent developments in worship that have already become status quo; it 
will seek to address these changes in relevant ways. At the same time, it will 
reinforce the solid foundations of biblical worship; for while we embrace ap-
propriate change, it is all the more important to keep our feet firmly planted 
on those features of worship that must not change— ever. Christian worship 
must always orient itself within certain boundaries established by the triune 
God from the beginning. These boundaries are discovered through biblical, 
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2

theological, and historical examination and lived out in varying contexts of 
week- to- week gatherings of Christian communities.

Worship for the Sake of the Church

One of the notable ways that worship has changed over the past decade is in 
our use of the word “worship.” There was a day when “worship” primarily 
referred to the Sunday service held at a local church. Essentially, “going to 
worship” was interchangeable with “going to church”— it meant participating 
in the weekly worship service of a gathered Christian community.

However, the word “worship” is used much more broadly now, in conjunc-
tion with a wide array of occasions and activities. Think about the different 
contexts in which we use the term: worship concerts, worship conferences, 
internet worship, worship 24-7, and personal worship times (daily devotions), 
to name a few. Unfortunately, in our many uses of the word “worship,” it 
suffers from what happens any time a word is overused: it flatlines in its 
meaning. Today, worship has come to mean so many different things that 
one wonders what it does mean. It has become vague, in need of descriptors 
to help distinguish between the occasions to which it refers.

Such ubiquitous usage results in a serious problem. We become tempted to 
think that worship refers to the same thing in each venue. After all, on these 
occasions aren’t we praising God? Being inspired in our Christian walk? Being 
equipped to serve God with greater zeal? Yes. But we make a grave error if we 
presume that consequently each worship event has the same value, even leads 
to the same result— that one is as significant as another.

Yet while there may be many useful ways to apply the word “worship,” they 
do not represent the same reality. Each of these occasions where we meet to adore 
God serves its own good purpose. But there is one worship occasion that stands 
uniquely above the rest: the weekly worship within the local church. It is in the 
worship of the local church that other worship venues derive their meaning, not 
the other way around. In fact, “para- worship”1 events have little meaning at all 
apart from the participants’ ongoing engagement in a viable local congregation.

Guests at para- worship venues represent many different local congregations 
and attend an event for an express purpose— perhaps inspiration, equipping, 
education, or sheer fellowship. But that is part of the confusion: they are gath-
ered for one precise purpose, not for the combination of unique purposes for 
which a local congregation exists. Often these other worship- purposed venues 
come into being, in fact, to support the primary ministry of the local church: 
its public worship. But though they may exist to benefit the worship of the local 
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church (many fine organizations produce such events), we must not lose sight 
of the fact that they are external to the local church; they are not the church.

Established congregations uniquely experience and embody the resurrected 
presence of the Lord Jesus Christ within the gathered community. At the heart 
of it all is worship where believers are faithfully nourished by Word and Table, 
exhorted and loved through the human fellowship of sisters and brothers, 
and emboldened by the Holy Spirit to uniquely announce the good news in 
word and deed. It is the church wherein we worship locally to serve globally. 
No para- worship venue can do this in the same way. It has been noted that a 
congregation can stop doing a lot of things and still be the church. But once 
it stops doing worship, it ceases to be the church.2

Over the years, worship gatherings have been increasingly detached from 
their “mother event,” the local church in regular appointed- time worship. 
Many leaders share my concern that this situation is undoubtedly related to 
a diminishing ecclesiology and an anemic Christology. Christian worship is 
forever rooted in our understanding of what it means to be the church and of 
how the presence of Jesus Christ is manifest in the local congregation as we 
faithfully worship the triune God together. While I support the broad array of 
para- worship venues, this book lifts up the weekly worship of the local church 
as the premiere event that stands out in priority and purpose from all others.

How This Book Can Help

Perhaps now more than ever, worship planners and leaders need to get their 
bearings as they go about their task of designing worship for local congrega-
tions that is both biblically faithful and culturally relevant. Is it simply a matter 
of following the lead of other prominent churches? Or of selecting popular 
songs and programming great video clips? Do we shuffle the cards and lay 
them out in new configurations to intrigue worshipers from week to week? 
Or do we adopt one tried- and- true order of service and stick with it, come 
what may? Is worship design a free- for- all that requires little or no prepara-
tion, where the Spirit is expected to deliver the order of service on demand? 
Are we being creative enough, clever enough, relevant enough?

I have found that many pastors and other worship leaders struggle with the 
practical dimensions of how to go about the most important task of design-
ing services of Christian worship. Many have not had the benefit of formal 
training. To help, I have endeavored to set forth a principle- based, step- by- 
step process that is applicable to every tradition, style, and context and that 
results in biblically faithful, corporately authentic, and culturally relevant 

INTRODUCTION
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services of worship. There are biblical guidelines and spiritual parameters 
to be considered, of course. “Moses, when he was about to erect the tent, 
was warned, ‘See that you make everything according to the pattern that was 
shown you on the mountain’” (Heb. 8:5). Our goal is to see that we make 
everything according to our best understanding of God’s established patterns.

Whether worship is pleasing to God is the central concern of this book. 
There are many materials on worship available today that address matters of 
pleasing other constituents. As this book will demonstrate, Christian worship 
is a God- instituted gift to the church for nurturing our relationship with God 
in community. Worship is above all to God, with God, and for God. Therefore 
it is wise to discover God’s expectations for Christian corporate worship. It 
is there that we must begin and end.

I am a worship leader. For more than four decades I have designed and led 
services of Christian worship in churches of every size as either minister of 
music or pastor. I continue to do so weekly while serving a local church. I am 
also a practical theologian who is committed to thinking deeply and prayer-
fully about worship while engaging in ongoing worship research. I teach in 
the academy, where I train aspiring worship leaders of all levels in the art of 
designing and leading corporate worship. This book is the result of many years 
of merging intentional theological reflection with applied worship ministry. 
I believe it offers real solutions to real challenges.

The Worship Architect is for present and future worship leaders, both stu-
dents in the academy and leaders in local churches, who want to learn how to 
design and lead services of vital Christian worship that are true to the God 
whom we worship and also true to the Christian community in which they arise. 
Though there is a plethora of books on worship today, there are few on the 
comprehensive, practical method of worship design. I hope that students and 
local church practitioners will work their way through this book in conversation 
with their peers. Let the learning take place in community! To aid in this, each 
chapter begins with some reflection questions or exercises (under the heading 
“Explore”), continues with the chapter content (“Expand”), and concludes with 
exercises for implementing the ideas presented in the chapter (“Engage”). I also 
include key terms and suggested reading at the end of most chapters.

What Is New?

So, what is new in the revised edition of The Worship Architect? Though I could 
have considered a number of recent developments in worship practices, I have 
chosen to address those that seem to have impacted worship to the greatest degree 
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in the past decade and are therefore perhaps more urgent. In particular, some 
emerging topics warranting new material not found in the first edition include

• the increasing globalization of worship
• the increasing secularization of worship
• worship during a pandemic
• the relationship between evangelism and worship
• the relationship between local church worship and worshiping in other 

venues

Several topics included in the first edition have received major updates and ex-
pansion, most especially in the chapters on worship styles and worship music.

In addition to the significant amount of new and revised material included, 
throughout the book the reader will find updated illustrations, examples, 
terminology, and suggested resources. Two additional appendixes have also 
been added: “A Definition of Christian Worship” and “Seven Tips for Engag-
ing with Livestreamed Worship.”

What Remains the Same?

A revision of any work presumes that the original continues to be useful, thereby 
demonstrating its timeless character. The Worship Architect (2010) has met with 
notable appreciation in both academic and local church settings. Therefore, its 
purpose, metaphorical method, and philosophical commitment remains the 
same. My purpose for writing this book years ago has not changed: to equip 
leaders to prepare and lead Christian worship services that are faithful to Scrip-
ture, historically conscious, relevant to God, Christ- centered, context- specific, 
and engaging for worshipers of all ages. When overseeing such services, leaders 
become “worship architects,” a metaphor that serves as a helpful image for going 
about the holy work of worship preparation. Finally, the book’s philosophi-
cal commitment is the same: to lift up the corporate worship services of local 
churches as the premiere venue for worship. Worshiping the triune God is the 
most important ministry of the local church because worship is God’s mission.

The Architect Metaphor

Several years ago, I became intrigued by the many ways one can compare the 
work of designing worship services to the strategies of an architect. It is this 
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metaphor that I employ throughout the book. The duties of building archi-
tects and worship designers are very similar. I believe the analogy provides 
an insightful way to think about the process of designing services of worship 
that achieve their intended purposes.

The Scriptures employ the architecture motif in several places. It is es-
pecially apparent in the New Testament book of Hebrews. There we read, 
“Every house is built by someone, but the builder of all things is God” (Heb. 
3:4). The writer to the Hebrews helps us gain the right perspective in at least 
two ways. First, we must begin by admitting that though we attempt to de-
sign worship services, ultimately God is the Master Architect. What we do is 
important work and a sacred duty. Yet while we build our services, it is God 
who does it through us. After all, “The builder of a house has more honor 
than the house itself” (Heb. 3:3).

Second, the best worship service that has ever been experienced is still 
nothing more than a foretaste of the worship to come. In this life we function 
as human priests, those who can do nothing more than “offer worship in a 
sanctuary that is a sketch and shadow of the heavenly one” (Heb. 8:5). What 
we accomplish in worship design can provide only a vague and cloudy idea 
of what God has in mind. But we accept this as our limitation and never-
theless pursue the clearer vision of true worship as best we can for now. We 
acknowledge our humanity, like Abraham, who “looked forward to the city 
that has foundations, whose architect and builder is God” (Heb. 11:10).

The Worship Architect: Building Phases

In order to develop the architectural metaphor for this book, I had help from 
architects. As they explained the tasks, concepts, and vocabulary of their 
profession, I obtained some insights that I apply in the book. I learned how 
an architect might approach any given project, what steps would be taken, 
and in what order the plan would develop.

First, the architect takes a look at the site. Is the project a remodeling or 
renovation or expansion? Is it a “green field,” the creation of a new building 
where one has never existed? Or is it a “brown field,” a new construction where 
a building previously existed but was torn down? One of the first things a wor-
ship architect must consider is to what degree the service will be constructed 
(from the ground up) or renovated (from an existing model). Those responsible 
for worship planning will need to make this decision first.

Next, the architect determines the boundaries of the site. Boundaries are 
governed by zoning setbacks, which include such things as the minimum and 

THE WORSHIP ARCHITECT

_Cherry_WorshipArchitect_JZ_jck.indd   18_Cherry_WorshipArchitect_JZ_jck.indd   18 5/21/21   11:22 AM5/21/21   11:22 AM

Constance Cherry, The Worship Architect, 2nd ed. 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



7

maximum required distances from property lines, legal building height, and 
so forth. What zoning regulations established by the local government can-
not be changed by variance? As one architect explained, these considerations 
“establish the box we get to play in.” Some may view such regulations as an-
noying restraints, but one architect saw these parameters not as a limitation 
but as an exciting opportunity. He regarded it a challenge to be handed the 
basic guidelines and then attempt to create a building of great beauty and 
purposeful function while respecting the necessary boundaries. In “Phase 
One: Laying the Foundations for Worship,” worship designers will be asked 
to consider the “zoning regulations” that apply to their task: What are the 
biblical parameters of worship? These will include such considerations as 
grounding worship in God, identifying key worship principles from Scripture, 
and pursuing Christ- centered worship. These, in turn, will set the boundaries 
for worship decisions made later in the design process.

After the parameters of the site are established, the architect draws a floor 
plan. This is a drawing that depicts the structure from the top down, as if the 
roof were removed so that one can see inside. A floor plan shows the struc-
ture in concept, but not in great detail. It includes the location of inner walls 
and shows how rooms will connect. In “Phase Two: Raising the Structure 
for Worship,” the worship architect envisions what load- bearing walls are 
necessary to sustain the weight of worship and how they will connect. What 
spacious rooms will be created, and for what purposes? If the worship service 
is an encounter with God, how does the big picture of the plan facilitate this? 
Here we will discuss in detail the primary movements of worship and explain 
how each relates to the others. Four large rooms of worship will be created: 
gathering in God’s presence, hearing God’s word, responding to God’s word, 
and being sent from worship empowered to live as true disciples.

In the architect’s construction document, another set of drawings specifies 
a number of schedules: the window schedule, the door schedule, and so forth. 
Here the more detailed aspects of the building are identified. What types of 
doors are needed (exterior or interior)? What types of windows (bay or tran-
som)? “Phase Three: Installing Windows for Encountering God” will identify 
avenues through which we are enlightened in our worship. What will help us 
as the gathered community to see and hear God more clearly? Such things 
as prayer, worship music, and the Christian year provide windows through 
which God continues to be revealed and our engagement with him is enriched.

The construction document has been driven all along by the building’s 
context, which the architect examined thoroughly at the very beginning of the 
process. So many considerations come into play when thinking of the context. 
Who will use this building, and for what purpose? What are the inhabitants’ 
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values and vision? Will it be a welcoming place? Will there be ample space for 
people to engage with one another? “Phase Four: Welcoming Worshipers for 
Authentic Engagement” will take a look at the context of the worship service 
in three dimensions: worship style, the participants of worship, and the hos-
pitable leader. Now we are ready to bring our worship design to life! It is no 
longer a plan on a computer screen. It is an event about to happen in real time.

Knowing one’s context is the key to authentic engagement. Style plays a 
part in one’s context. Anyone who has built a home knows that there are many 
decisions to be made regarding style. What colors of paint for the walls? What 
light fixtures, floor coverings, and countertops do you desire? It is often these 
decisions that express your lifestyle and taste. Similarly, we will learn how 
worship styles help to express the context of one’s worshiping community. 
While stylistic choices are meaningful, they are not as important as the basic 
structure of the building.

Worship is essentially about real relationship with God and with one an-
other. The book concludes with a calling for the church to widen its vision of 
the participants that comprise its context and by challenging worship leaders 
to focus on inclusive participation as a way of valuing each worshiper.

This book approaches worship design by moving from the general to the 
specific. Like the architect, we begin our work with the purpose of the build-
ing, the nonnegotiable boundaries, and the foundations. From there we move 
to the inner structural plan and to access points, and— last— we apply stylistic 
expression. This is a fitting approach to worship design, one that offers us 
great possibilities as well as great relief, because we know that once the foun-
dations are laid, the parameters are established, and the structure is secure, 
we can enjoy the stylistic expression of the worship offered in our own faith 
community and be confident that it is pleasing to God.

As you can imagine, the use of the architectural metaphor in worship design 
could go on ad infinitum. But this book has its own set of “zoning setbacks.” 
There are more things that I wish I could have addressed and that anyone 
involved in worship might wish I had included. I urge you to research these 
areas of interest on your own, using this book as a starting place.

It is my prayer that as worship architects, we will be compared to “a wise 
man who built his house on rock. The rain fell, the floods came, and the winds 
blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on 
rock” (Matt. 7:24–25). May we not be compared to “a foolish man who built 
his house on sand. The rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and 
beat against that house, and it fell— and great was its fall!” (Matt. 7:26–27).

There will always be some worship services built on sand, but they will 
eventually collapse under the weight of the next trend to come into vogue. 

THE WORSHIP ARCHITECT
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They will be only as stable as the foundation on which they are constructed. 
I believe that services established on the rock- solid foundation of biblical 
principles, expressed through idioms of local culture, will continue to provide 
the ways and means to encounter God while surviving the forceful winds of 
change and confusion that surround us in every age.

INTRODUCTION
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PHASE ONE

LAYING THE 
FOUNDATIONS  
FOR WORSHIP
Foundations from an Architect’s Point of View

The foundation is the most important factor in a building’s longevity. You 
can alter or rebuild anything above ground at any time later in the life of the 
building if the foundation is properly laid. The foundation can support vary-
ing purposes, functions, style changes, modifications, remodelings, or even 
razings. A solid foundation will sustain any number of types of dwellings 
that could be fashioned above it.

There are several parts to a foundation. At the base of the foundation wall 
is a footing, a wide portion of solid concrete, usually twice as wide as the 
foundation wall itself. The footing stabilizes the foundation by providing its 
horizontal base.

The cornerstone, no longer a necessity for modern construction, was a 
masonry block that established the corner of a building. Everything was 
measured out from this critical building block. The cornerstone was the first 
stone laid— usually at the outer corner closest to the street. It had to be true, 
level, and flawless in form or else the rest of the stones in the wall would be 

_Cherry_WorshipArchitect_JZ_jck.indd   23_Cherry_WorshipArchitect_JZ_jck.indd   23 5/21/21   11:22 AM5/21/21   11:22 AM

Constance Cherry, The Worship Architect, 2nd ed. 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



12

laid askew, compromising the stability and beauty of the entire building. 
Many times it would be larger than any of the stones around it.

Walls, columns, and any other load- bearing structures need their own 
foundations, known as strip foundations. These typically consist of poured 
concrete blocks, often with steel rods inserted in the middle of them for re-
inforcement. They form a continuous line of support along the length of the 
load- bearing walls and a solid underpinning for any columns. Strip founda-
tions give underground support to the above- ground structures carrying the 
weight of the building. The purpose of strip foundations is to prevent the 
building from sinking into the ground; they also stabilize the building during 
natural disasters such as earthquakes or following deep frosts, when large 
amounts of water from melted ice might cause the building to shift.

Essentially, a good foundation adds mass to secure the building in times 
of threatening conditions and provides a stable basis for all subsequent 
construction.

Phase 1
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ONE

Establishing the Foundation

Biblical Worship

EXPLORE

Before you read chapter 1, gather as a group of worship planners, as a church pastoral 

staff, or as students in a classroom. Explore the questions for discussion listed below.

 1. What do you think is meant by the phrase “biblical worship”?

 2. Do you think that we should do only what is directly commanded in Scripture 

when it comes to ordering worship?

 3. If the Bible does not forbid something, may it be done in worship?

 4. If you had to name only one thing that would make worship truly Christian, what 

would it be? Why?

Now that you have your thought processes going, expand your thinking by reading 

chapter 1.

EXPAND

Laying the Footing: Worship Grounded in God

The starting place in understanding Christian worship is to recognize that 
worship flows from God’s being and work. God is the footing upon which 
our worship is laid. Three things are of note when we make this claim. First, 
worship begins with reflection on who God is rather than with reflection on 
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us. The revelation of God’s nature forms the basis for all Christian worship. 
We do not begin by thinking about ourselves and what we want out of wor-
ship. Nor do we evaluate worship based entirely on what we receive from it. 
Rather, we consider first who God is and God’s expectations for worship. The 
Scriptures serve as the primary source for discovering God’s idea of worship. 
Once we reflect on the scriptural view of God and seek to satisfy God’s vision 
of worship, we will be able to evaluate worship’s success using God’s criteria, 
not our own. In this way, worship is grounded in God.

Second, worship that is grounded in God acknowledges that God initi-
ates worship. God invites us to worship. Worship is an invitation, not an 
invention. We see this in John 4:23–24: “True worshipers will worship the 
Father in spirit and truth, for the Father seeks such as these to worship him” 
(emphasis added). God the Father seeks us. We don’t create worship; we 
don’t manufacture services. Rather, we respond to a divine person. Effective 
worship is never a result of our efforts alone. Worship happens when we learn 
to say yes in ever- increasing ways to God’s invitation to encounter him. This 
realization holds implications for the way in which we enter the sanctuary or 
worship center. Are we on time, or do we keep God waiting? Do we come with 
anticipation or out of duty? Do we greet our Lord as if he is truly present, or 
do we simply find a seat and settle down to take in the action?

We may have falsely assumed that we initiate services of worship, that we 
are responsible to generate our corporate encounters with the living God. 
Instead, God always acts first. God approaches us, calls us, and invites us to 
keep holy appointments as his people. It was God who summoned Moses and 
the elders of Israel to the mountain where he established the covenant with 
Israel. It was God who acted first on the day of Pentecost. And it is God who 
likewise “chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world . . . according 
to the good pleasure of his will . . . that we . . . might live for the praise of his 
glory” (Eph. 1:4–5, 12).

Third, worship grounded in God is an eternal enterprise. Worship was 
occurring before God laid the foundation of the earth, “when the morning 
stars sang together and all the heavenly beings shouted for joy” (Job 38:7). 
Worship is the joyous duty of all Christians now who are willing to “present 
[our] bodies as a living sacrifice . . . which is [our] spiritual worship” (Rom. 
12:1). Finally, worship will be the way we spend eternity when we join the 
“many angels surrounding the throne and the living creatures and the elders 
. . . singing with full voice, ‘Worthy is the Lamb that was slaughtered to receive 
power and wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and bless-
ing!’” (Rev. 5:11–12). When we gather for corporate worship, our adoration 
is a significant continuation of that which began before the foundations of 
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the world were laid, that which occurs in heaven contemporaneous with our 
worship at any given moment, and that which foreshadows the worship to 
come when Christ reigns. Worship is eternal.

We must establish at the outset that our understanding of God and the 
way we engage in worship are infinitely connected. A. W. Tozer said it well:

What comes into our minds when we think about God is the most important 
thing about us . . . [as] no religion has ever been greater than its idea of God. 
Worship is pure or base as the worshiper entertains high or low thoughts of 
God. We tend by a secret law of the soul to move toward our mental image of 
God. Always the most revealing thing about the Church is her idea of God, just 
as her most significant message is what she says about him or leaves unsaid, for 
her silence is often more eloquent than her speech.1

At the beginning, then, we must realize that worship is derived from the 
very nature of God, worship is a response to God’s invitation, and worship 
is eternal (past, present, and future). Our understanding of Christian wor-
ship starts with our understanding of God. Only when we establish worship 
services on solid footing are we faithful and true to the character of worship.

With our footing poured, we are now ready to lay the foundation of 
worship— biblical principles that will provide us with a solid basis on which 
to construct services of worship.

Establishing the Foundation: Biblical Principles for Worship

What does it mean to have biblical worship? Do we mean that the Bible 
clearly lays out all the mandates for worship in the twenty- first century? Do 
we mean that the Bible specifies an order of worship that we should follow 
or gives us a prescribed text for the liturgy? Do the Scriptures say exactly how 
every Christian group should worship in every place and time? No, the Bible 
does not offer us all the details, so we cannot assert that biblical worship is 
any of these things. We can, however, say that biblical worship is the effort 
to be faithful to our best understanding of the ways that God has related to 
his covenant people throughout the Old and New Testaments, and to apply 
these patterns in appropriate ways in our context today.

The Scriptures characterize worship using a number of central themes. 
These themes are prominent and run like a golden thread throughout the Old 
and New Testaments. The themes presented in this chapter are not exhaustive; 
more could be identified. In fact, dedicated worship architects must spend 
their lives pursuing greater understanding of these and other primary themes 
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pertinent to biblical worship with the hope of offering worship that is pleasing 
to God. Biblical themes translate into principles that anchor Christian wor-
ship and keep it profoundly true to God’s expectations. Biblical principles for 
worship are fundamental beliefs that are true for all Christians in every time 
and place regardless of preferences, context, or denomination. This chapter 
will present six of these themes, each of which is critical to a biblical under-
standing of worship. Principles are then derived from the themes.

Theme One: Worship Is Centered in God’s Acts of Salvation

As we have discovered, God initiates worship. This is in full keeping with 
God’s character, for God is the one who acts first. There is no better depiction 
of this than the occasions when God intervened in the lives of his people in 
order to save them from self- destruction. Worship is fundamentally the result 
of, and response to, great saving events performed by God. For the Hebrews, 
the central saving event was the exodus; for Christians, it is the resurrection.

The Old Testament tells the story of God’s people in need, crying out for 
deliverance from oppression at the hands of the Egyptians. The covenantal 
promise had been given to Abraham generations before Jacob and his twelve 
sons migrated to Egypt. After the death of the pharaoh who favored Joseph 
and his clan, the people of Israel found themselves in bondage and fragmented 
in purpose and vision. At just the right time from God’s point of view, he 
intervened with a mighty saving act that defined Israel’s history. The story 
told in Exodus 1–15 is sometimes referred to as the Exodus Event. This term 
has come to summarize the mighty victory captured in the song sung to the 
Lord by Moses and the Israelites:

I will sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously;
 horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.
The Lord is my strength and my might,
 and he has become my salvation;
this is my God, and I will praise him,
 my father’s God, and I will exalt him. (Exod. 15:1–2)

All the worship of Israel flowed from this singular event (and continues to 
do so), because the story of God’s saving action is its centerpiece. Worship 
always begins with and focuses on what God has done to save his people.

A careful examination of Israel’s cultic practices found in the Old Testa-
ment demonstrates how the Exodus Event drove worship.2 The most direct 
evidence of this is the establishment of the Feast of Passover. As explained 
in Exodus 12, the story of Passover forms the inaugural worship event for 
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the Hebrew people. This feast, which recalls God’s saving action through the 
exodus, was an immediate and direct re- presentation of the saving action of 
God. From the choice of lamb to the blood on the doorposts to the menu 
of foods to be eaten and the attire to be worn, God prescribed the worship 
practices of Israel from this event forward.

Next came the prototype for how meetings with Yahweh would transpire. 
Exodus 24 describes the basic components of Israelite worship: recognition of 
the law followed by sacramental ratification. At God’s invitation, Moses built 
an altar at the foot of Mount Sinai. There, burnt offerings were presented to 
the Lord. The altar was consecrated with the blood of the sacrificial animals. 
Moses read the book of the covenant, the people promised obedience, and then 
Moses consecrated them with the blood from the altar—a symbolic action con-
firming the relationship between God and people. This sequence of word and 
symbolic action set the course for national convocations for centuries to come.

The establishment of subsequent national feasts, the detailed rules and 
regulations of cultic practices, the specifications for the Tent of Meeting, 
the orders concerning the attire and consecration of priests— all were an 
aftermath, in some measure, of God’s saving action in the exodus.

It can be said that Old Testament worship was based on re- presentation. 
The various worship acts retold the story of God’s rescue. Worship was, 
therefore, a testimony of God’s action. Yet it was more than that. The epi-
sodes of the story are first and foremost a story of God’s self- revelation. As 
J. D. Crichton so aptly points out, “The history of salvation is not to be seen 
as a series of disparate events or as the mere record of what once happened. 
It is the record of God’s self- disclosure, made in and through the events, the 
disclosure of a God who gives himself. This is the deepest meaning of salva-
tion history.”3

The New Testament reports the story of a greater act of salvation than 
the exodus, that of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, Son of God. 
The complete story of Jesus’s life, death, resurrection, and ascension, as told 
in the Gospels, is referred to as the Christ Event. The Exodus Event uniquely 
foreshadowed the Christ Event, which in turn superseded it. The Christ Event 
was paramount in that it was God’s saving act intended not only for the He-
brews, but for all who would come to believe, Jew and gentile alike. At just 
the right time from God’s point of view, he intervened in human history with 
the mighty saving act that defined all history from that point on. As Ralph P. 
Martin correctly notes, “There can be no doubt as to the center of gravity in 
New Testament teaching on worship. The lodestone which irresistibly draws 
the New Testament Church to the recognition of God’s love and mercy is His 
saving action in the Son of His love. . . . Christian worship finds here its true 
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center and its main inspiration, as it celebrates that mighty act of redemption 
in Christ— incarnate, atoning and exalted.”4

Just as Moses and the Israelites celebrated the Red Sea rescue in song, so 
this story of the salvation of God in Christ provided texts for the New Testa-
ment communities to sing, such as this one:

[Christ Jesus], though he was in the form of God,
 did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited,
but emptied himself,
 taking the form of a slave,
 being born in human likeness.
And being found in human form,
 he humbled himself
 and became obedient to the point of death—
 even death on a cross.
Therefore God also highly exalted him
 and gave him the name
 that is above every name,
so that at the name of Jesus
 every knee should bend,
 in heaven and on earth and under the earth,
and every tongue should confess
 that Jesus Christ is Lord,
 to the glory of God the Father. (Phil. 2:6–11)5

Again, it is important to note that all the worship of the early church 
flowed from the Christ Event and continues to do so. It forms the centerpiece 
of Christian worship. A study of New Testament worship makes this abun-
dantly clear.6 According to Acts 2:42 (and elsewhere in the New Testament), 
the emphasis is on the word of God preached and the Word of God celebrated 
through the Eucharist. The first- century disciples “devoted themselves to the 
apostles’ teaching [word] and fellowship, to the breaking of bread [Eucharist] 
and the prayers.” The Old Testament prototype for worship through law and 
sacramental ratification was brought to perfection in Word and Table.

The Christ Event now drives worship, for the object of our worship is Jesus 
Christ; the content of our worship is the story of Jesus Christ; the word pro-
claimed in Christian worship is the gospel of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ; 
and the sacramental “ratification” of our worship is our active participation 
at the Lord’s Table, a celebration of the victory of our Lord Jesus Christ. The 
spoken word attests to Christ as Lord and victor through proclamation; the 
Table offers a symbolic re- presentation of the same.

LAYING THE FOUNDATIONS FOR WORSHIP 

_Cherry_WorshipArchitect_JZ_jck.indd   30_Cherry_WorshipArchitect_JZ_jck.indd   30 5/21/21   11:22 AM5/21/21   11:22 AM

Constance Cherry, The Worship Architect, 2nd ed. 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



19

Christian worship, like Hebrew worship, is born out of God’s saving action 
toward his people. But acts of salvation alone do not constitute worship, for 
a needy party must receive the acts and offer a joyous response. When God’s 
initiatives are acknowledged and received, worship begins to transpire.

Theme Two: Worship Is Patterned in Revelation and Response

God’s saving acts were acts of self- revelation. God revealed himself in 
the burning bush, the plagues of Egypt, the parting of the Red Sea, and his 
encounters with Moses at Sinai. God’s truest self- revelation came in the form 
of Jesus Christ. Christ came to reveal the Father. Jesus said, “Whoever has 
seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). Notice, however, that God’s action 
invites a response. God’s initiatives always result in an invitation to trust God 
and respond to and receive the action offered. This engagement of revelation 
and response forms the core of Christian worship. After all, “Worship is the 
response we make to the gifts of God.”7

This pattern of revelation and response is found in many episodes through-
out the Scriptures when people encountered God. God revealed himself, and 
a response was forthcoming, usually spontaneous and immediate. The classic 
example is that of Isaiah’s vision in the temple (Isa. 6:1–8). The Lord, sit-
ting on a high and lofty throne, was revealed to Isaiah; his presence filled the 
temple. Seraphim attended the Lord and sang the hymn of heaven: “Holy, 
holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory” (Isa. 
6:3). So powerful was the presence of God that the temple itself shook and 
was filled with smoke. This is an episode of God’s self- revelation to Isaiah.

Yet it was a revelation that inspired a response. One cannot experience a 
visitation of God and not respond. What were Isaiah’s responses to God’s 
self- disclosure? First, there was an outcry of incredible shame and humility, 
expressed in the stark awareness that Isaiah’s mortal being could not bear to 
look upon the glory of God: “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean 
lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips” (Isa. 6:5). Isaiah’s first response, 
then, was one of confession based on the disparity he sensed between God’s 
holiness and his own sinfulness. God next revealed to Isaiah that his sins 
had been forgiven and that he had been made clean. How did Isaiah then 
respond? He answered with a spirit of obedience: “Here am I; send me!” (Isa. 
6:8). Isaiah moved through a series of responses upon encountering God; he 
turned from “Woe is me!” to “Here am I; send me!” This is revelation that 
invites a response. In Isaiah’s case, the response was repentance followed by 
obedience. Something proclaimed (revelation) and something acknowledged 
(response) are the heart and soul of the worship experience.8
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The sequence of God- human exchange found most prominently in the 
Scriptures is that of revelation and response. Is it not appropriate, then, 
that the prominent sequence for God- human exchange in worship is also 
revelation and response? Christian worship is always a response to truth, 
the truth as revealed in Jesus Christ. This sequence is the organic pattern of 
worship; it is the natural result of what happens when humanity encounters 
God. It therefore forms the basis for the simplest twofold service, Word 
and Table. The word is revealed and worshipers respond with Eucharist 
(thanksgiving).9 Revelation and response is the normative pattern of dia-
logue between God and the worshiping community. Ultimately, worship is 
a conversation between God and God’s chosen people. There is a mutual 
exchange, a holy dialogue, a dynamic sharing back and forth in worship. 
The reciprocity inherent in a true worship experience is a beautiful thing 
in which to participate; it is a living, vital conversation, not a religious  
program.

True worship is never one- sided. It is not a matter of worshipers being 
preached at while they sit passively, hearing about God; nor is it a matter 
of forcing God to endure our wordiness and the little performances that we 
design to entertain God as if the success of worship depended on us. True 
worship is the experience of encountering God through the means that God 
usually employs, a conversation built on revelation and response.

Viewing worship as a conversation implies a relationship. It is this reality 
that leads us to the covenantal aspect of worship.

Theme Three: Worship Is Covenantal in Nature

To say that worship is covenantal is to say that worship is built on a 
relationship— between God and God’s people. Put in simplest terms, a cov-
enant is a formal relationship between two parties who have committed to 
relate to one another in agreed- upon ways.

Covenants of a political nature have been in existence since the most an-
cient of times, forming the basis for relationships between groups of neigh-
boring peoples. A covenant often took the form of a treaty, the purpose of 
which was to formalize what each partner would do for the other. Hence, 
the nature of the relationship was established in detailed terms. With the use 
of a covenant, relationships were formalized. The purpose of the covenant 
was to eliminate ambiguity and confusion concerning how the parties would 
relate to one another. It also articulated the allegiances that were expected. 
Treaties were typically ratified with a sign act that served as a symbolic seal 
of the relationship.
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In the Old Testament, the first time we encounter the word “covenant” is in 
the story of Noah and the great flood. God covenants with Noah, Noah’s de-
scendants, and every living creature that never again will all flesh be destroyed 
by a flood (Gen. 6:18; 9:9–11). The sign act that followed God’s promise is 
his placement of the rainbow: “It shall be a sign of the covenant between 
me and the earth” (Gen. 9:13). The primary covenant established in the Old 
Testament is that of God with Abram. In fact, “the covenant,” as it came to 
be known, consumes the entire history of God’s activity with Israel from the 
time of Abram until the time of Jesus Christ.

God chose to have a relationship with an entire people group beginning 
with a visitation to Abram. God appeared to Abram in the form of visions 
(see Gen. 15:1; 17:1), making known to Abram the great gift that would come 
to him and his descendants by way of the covenant. God said, “I will make 
you exceedingly fruitful; and I will make nations of you, and kings shall 
come from you. I will establish my covenant between me and you, and your 
offspring after you throughout their generations, for an everlasting covenant, 
to be God to you and to your offspring after you. And I will give to you, and 
to your offspring after you, the land where you are now an alien, all the land 
of Canaan, for a perpetual holding; and I will be their God” (Gen. 17:6–8). 
The covenant is the story of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Jacob’s twelve sons, and 
their descendants. It is the story of covenant made, covenant broken (on the 
part of the people of Israel), and covenant upheld through the faithfulness 
of God despite Israel’s broken promises.

The sign act of the covenant immediately followed the promises of the 
covenant. The symbolic sign ratifying the covenant was circumcision (Gen. 
17:10–14). It was the covenant, sealed by circumcision, that established the 
Hebrews as God’s own people. There is a direct relationship between God’s 
covenant and God’s worship. This was the recurring theme throughout Is-
rael’s history: to worship God truly was to remain in covenant with God; 
to worship other gods was to break covenant with the one true God. Israel 
was instructed, “You shall make no covenant with them and their gods. They 
shall not live in your land, or they will make you sin against me; for if you 
worship their gods, it will surely be a snare to you” (Exod. 23:32–33). The 
singular, most significant feature of the covenant is that God pledged himself 
with fidelity to only one people. Though God remains active in the histories 
of all nations under heaven, only one nation became “God’s chosen people,” 
and only one nation would receive the unrelenting, merciful, and trustworthy 
hesed10 of the Lord. It was this nation, Israel, God’s chosen people, that was 
invited into the worship relationship with the Creator on the basis of the 
covenant.
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Of course it is the New Testament that describes fulfillment of the new 
covenant and proclaims the good news that God in his mercy through Jesus 
Christ has enlarged his chosen people group to include gentiles. The apostle 
Peter, writing to gentile believers, says, “But you are a chosen race, a royal 
priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people. . . . Once you were not a people, 
but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but now you 
have received mercy” (1 Pet. 2:9–10).

God’s plan for humankind before the foundation of the world was to have a 
relationship with all kinds of people. This is clear from Mary’s song of praise 
after she, like Abram, received a vision of the promise of God (Luke 1:54–55). 
It was through her son, Jesus the Christ, that the new covenant would be 
instituted. At the circumcision of John the Baptist, John’s father Zechariah 
prophesied that the coming of the Savior, which John would announce, was a 
remembrance of God’s holy covenant, “the oath that he swore to our ancestor 
Abraham” (Luke 1:73).

Jesus made it clear that his crucifixion would usher in the new covenant. 
Celebrating the Passover meal with his disciples the evening before his death, 
Jesus said, “This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my 
blood” (Luke 22:20). Salvation had now come to all who would believe, Jew 
and gentile alike. Paul affirms this when addressing the gentile church in 
Galatia: “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law . . . in order that in 
Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we 
might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith” (Gal. 3:13–14). Paul 
then refers to Christian believers as “the Israel of God” (Gal. 6:16).

The sign act of the new covenant is the Table of the Lord, the participation 
in the bread and the cup as instituted by Jesus and celebrated at least weekly 
by the early church. It became the culminating act of worship in response to 
hearing and receiving the word of God. To experience the Eucharist was to 
experience the covenantal relationship. As Hughes O. Old rightly points out, 
“Because Christians have shared the Lord’s Supper, a covenantal bond has 
been established and obligates them to Christ alone.”11

As with the old covenant, the new covenant established the essence of 
worship— that through Jesus Christ we have obtained access to God and 
have the joyful privilege of  continuous praise: “Through him, then, let 
us continually offer a sacrifice of  praise to God, that is, the fruit of  lips 
that confess his name” (Heb. 13:15). Old affirms, “Covenantal doxology 
emphasizes that when the assembly of  God’s people is united in sacred 
bond, giving thanks for the works of  redemption, confessing their cov-
enantal obligations, and witnessing to the faithfulness of God, then God 
is worshiped.”12
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Christian worship, therefore, is covenantal worship— worship that flows 
from a formal relationship between God and God’s people.

Theme Four: Worship Is Corporate in Nature

While worship is fundamentally built on a relationship between God and 
God’s people, there is another important relational aspect of worship to be 
considered— that of sisters and brothers within the Christian faith commu-
nity and the way in which they relate to one another as they worship God 
together. Even as the God- to- people and people- to- God nature of covenantal 
worship reflects relationship (the so- called vertical direction of worship), so 
also the people- to- people relationship is a way in which worship is relational 
(the horizontal direction of worship).

Notice that following the Exodus Event, God formalized his covenant to 
an entire nation. The covenant he established was not with an individual but 
with a people. Moses was the intermediary of the covenant, but the covenant 
was not with Moses alone; it was with all the descendants of Abraham. After 
all, it was an entire race that was delivered from Egyptian slavery, a “whole 
congregation of the Israelites” who journeyed in the wilderness (Exod. 17:1). 
When God- ordained convocations, festivals, and solemn assemblies were es-
tablished, it was the responsibility of all God’s people to respond. If  any 
were missing, it was noticed, and there was a price to be paid (see Num. 16).

Likewise, “When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together 
in one place” (Acts 2:1). The first recorded worship event of the church was 
a corporate encounter with God, one that thousands experienced together. 
They witnessed the mysterious manifestations of the coming of the Holy 
Spirit together, heard the word preached together, and responded together, 
crying out as one voice, “What should we do?” (Acts 2:37). The chosen race, 
royal priesthood, and holy nation of the New Testament was every bit as 
corporate in its experience of and response to God as the Israelites were under 
the old covenant.

Christian public worship is always corporate worship. The English word 
“corporate” is derived from the Latin word corpus, meaning the human body. 
Thus an experience is corporate if it is a matter of belonging to or being united 
in one body. The church is just such a body. The metaphor of the human body 
is one of the predominant images in the New Testament for how the members 
of the church of Jesus Christ properly function. Paul’s familiar words spell this 
out: “For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members 
of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. . . . Indeed, the 
body does not consist of one member but of many” (1 Cor. 12:12, 14).
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Christian worship, especially Western Christian worship, has been subject 
to radical individualism. We have been indoctrinated to think that we are 
individual worshipers who happen to form the constituency of a local con-
gregation. We have mistakenly viewed our weekly worship as an opportunity 
for each person to pray individually to God, to hear the word individually, 
and to respond individually in a way appropriate for each person. But cor-
porate worship is not what takes place at a given church simply because an 
aggregate group of individual worshipers show up at the announced time of 
service. Rather, corporate worship is what happens when the body of Christ 
assembles to hear with one heart and speak with one voice the many elements 
fitting to Christian worship. Following Moses’s explanation of the law to the 
people, “All the people answered with one voice, and said, ‘All the words that 
the Lord has spoken we will do’” (Exod. 24:3).

Individualism in worship was one of Paul’s concerns with the Corinthian 
church. He writes, “When you come together, it is not really to eat the Lord’s 
supper. For when the time comes to eat, each of you goes ahead with your 
own supper, and one goes hungry and another becomes drunk. . . . So then, 
my brothers and sisters, when you come together to eat, wait for one another” 
(1 Cor. 11:20–21, 33). Individualistic worship when the community is gathered 
is just not a part of the Old or New Testament mindset.

The church, from the New Testament viewpoint, is an “assembly” (from the 
Greek ekklesia, which is derived from kaleo, “to be called out”). The church 
as understood by the first generation of believers was not an institution but a 
gathering— an assembly in which the living presence of Jesus Christ resided. 
To be together was (and remains) a necessary component for experiencing 
the presence of Christ: “For where two or three are gathered in my name, I 
am there among them” (Matt. 18:20). True public worship cannot happen 
without a biblical understanding of its corporate nature.

The covenantal side of worship emphasizes the vertical relationship of wor-
ship, the God- to- people dimension; the corporate side of worship emphasizes 
the horizontal relationship of worship, the people- to- people (with Christ 
among them) dimension. The truest, most authentic services of worship will 
build on these dual emphases.

Theme Five: Worship Is Trinitarian in Essence

It is well noted that the word “Trinity” does not appear in the Scriptures. 
The Trinity, however, is no less real or significant for the term’s absence. 
Christian worship flows from and responds to the actions of one God in three 
persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
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The relationship of God in three persons is evident from Scripture. God is 
glorified through the Son and vice versa. “Jesus said, ‘Now the Son of Man 
has been glorified, and God has been glorified in him. If God has been glori-
fied in him, God will also glorify him in himself’” (John 13:31–32). Perhaps 
mutual glorification is no more clearly seen than in this stanza from the New 
Testament hymn mentioned earlier: “God also highly exalted [Christ Jesus] 
and gave him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus 
every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every 
tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” 
(Phil. 2:9–11). The mutuality of service within the Godhead cannot be missed: 
God exalts Jesus; Jesus is proclaimed as Lord; God the Father is glorified.

As Jesus neared the end of his earthly ministry, he explained the Holy Spirit’s 
role in the relationship of the Godhead: “When the Advocate comes, whom I 
will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who comes from the Father, 
he will testify on my behalf” (John 15:26). The Holy Spirit is sent by Jesus, 
yet comes from the Father; while coming from the Father, the Spirit testifies to 
Jesus’s authenticity. Members of the Trinity consistently point beyond their own 
person to one another. So the internal dialogue and purposes of the Godhead 
are at work facilitating worship in ways that are mystical yet glorious.

This beautiful mutuality, so evident in the relationship of Father, Son, and 
Spirit, is profoundly at play in worship. It is more than something multidi-
mensional or even relational; it is mutual— acts exchanged by two or more 
persons for the benefit of the other. “Mutual” is from the Latin word mutuus, 
which means “borrowed.” As worship takes its course, the Godhead freely 
“borrows” from within itself, as the equal exchange of ministry and service 
to one another transpires. The idea of “borrowing from itself” is similar to 
the musical concept of rubato. When a musician employs rubato in a perfor-
mance, it is a matter of temporarily disregarding the metronomic strictness 
of the designated tempo so that freedom of expression can occur. What is 
“robbed” (rubato), in terms of strictness of time at a given point in the score, 
is given back with a push forward at other points. Thus the elasticity of the 
tempo creates spontaneous beauty while the balance of the tempo is ultimately 
maintained. All three members of the Godhead receive worship and enable 
worship. As they do so, they are free (because of mutuality) to enable or to 
receive, to hold back or to push forward, as they minister to each other by 
fulfilling each one’s appropriate function. God is thereby glorified, and God’s 
creation is able to participate more fully in worship as a result (though we 
may not be aware of this activity of God as it occurs).

James B. Torrance summarizes trinitarian worship well: “The Son [lives] 
a life of union and communion with the Father in the Spirit. . . . By his Spirit 
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he draws men and women to participate both in his life of worship and com-
munion with the Father and in his mission from the Father to the world.”13 
Torrance concludes, “Christian worship is, therefore, our participation through 
the Spirit in the Son’s communion with the Father, in his vicarious life of wor-
ship and intercession.”14

According to Torrance, Christian worship is trinitarian in three important 
ways:

• In the action of prayer: we pray to the Father, through the Son, in the 
Holy Spirit.

• In the addressing of prayers: there are biblical and historical examples 
of prayers offered to each person of the Trinity.

• In glorifying all three persons as God: hence the use of trinitarian dox-
ologies, especially at the end of singing psalms.15

As the early church father Origen instructs, “We must address praises to God 
through Christ, who is praised together with him in the Holy Spirit, who is 
likewise hymned.”16

Christian worship will always be trinitarian in nature. The question will be 
to what degree we acknowledge and express the appropriate roles of Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit as we engage in God- centered worship.

Theme Six: Worship Is a Transformational Journey

Earlier in this chapter we discussed the dialogical nature of worship, which is 
built on the idea of revelation and response. One must be careful, however, not 
to view worship as a series of unrelated episodes of conversation between God 
and humans. When we carefully examine the “God encounters” of worshipers 
in the Bible, we discover a larger dimension to the encounter than we notice 
at first glance. There is a big picture to be seen. We must step back for the 
panoramic view in order to see that the occasions of revelation and response 
formulate something bigger— something that can be compared to a journey.

Luke 24:13–35 tells a marvelous story of just such a journey. Much dialogue 
took place between Jesus and the disciples traveling the road together from 
Jerusalem to Emmaus on the evening of the resurrection. The episodes of 
conversation are readily seen. For example,

• Jesus engaged the disciples by inquiring as to what they were discussing.
• They responded incredulously and rehearsed the recent events concern-

ing Jesus of Nazareth.

LAYING THE FOUNDATIONS FOR WORSHIP 

_Cherry_WorshipArchitect_JZ_jck.indd   38_Cherry_WorshipArchitect_JZ_jck.indd   38 5/21/21   11:22 AM5/21/21   11:22 AM

Constance Cherry, The Worship Architect, 2nd ed. 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



27

• Jesus explained the Scriptures to them.
• They invited Jesus to share their lodging and fellowship.
• Jesus broke bread.
• They recognized him in the action.
• They eagerly darted off to tell others that Jesus was alive.

When you look at the entire story, you see that Jesus succeeded in weaving the 
dialogue into something much more significant than mere conversation. There 
was a transformation in the disciples that took place over time as a result of the 
whole conversation. Their encounter with Jesus was not a journey just because 
they were traveling the same road together. Rather, their encounter was a journey 
because they progressed spiritually— from their place of origin (grief and confu-
sion) through necessary terrain (explanation of the Scriptures) and, finally, to 
their destination (recognizing the risen Lord in the breaking of bread).17

The ancient Israelites were well acquainted with the journey of worship. 
The holy temple, located in Jerusalem, was the central location of Israelite 
worship. Three times each year, all adult males were expected to appear in 
Jerusalem in order to keep the primary feasts: the Feast of Passover, the Feast 
of Weeks, and the Feast of Booths. (If the worshiper lived a great distance 
from Jerusalem, he made a yearly pilgrimage.) These pilgrimages were holy 
journeys. Large companies of family members and friends made the trip to-
gether (see Luke 2:41–45). They traveled from their homes through difficult 
terrain to their destination— all for the purpose of fulfilling their oblations. 
As Jerusalem came into view and the pilgrims entered the city gates, they had 
cause for great rejoicing and celebration (see Pss. 87:1–2, 7; 100:4; 118:19).

At the Temple Mount, a “journey within a journey” occurred as the priests 
performed the prescribed acts of worship in a progression from the public 
forum to the holy of holies. Three areas were designated for cultic action. In 
the outer court of the temple, morning and evening sacrifices were offered. 
The priests and Levites attended to their duties while the male populace came 
and went freely. The inner court contained the golden lampstand, the table of 
showbread, and the altar of incense. Only the priests could enter this area. 
They did so daily to keep the lamps and incense lit and to supply fresh bread 
for the table. Finally, the holy of holies was the most sacred space, the inner 
sanctum and repository for the ark of the covenant. Only the high priest was 
allowed behind the veil, and only once per year, on the Day of Atonement.

Jewish believers would not have viewed their worship as independent ele-
ments; rather, they would have viewed the pilgrimage as holistic in nature. 
The entire journey was a holy experience of travel, community, sacrifice, and 
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return. It was all a part of the worship ritual. As contemporary worshipers in 
a sound- bite world where interactions can be brief and attention spans short, 
we do well to remind ourselves that Christian worship is a sustained encounter 
with God—a journey from our place of origin (physically and spiritually) 
through meaningful acts of worship as a community to transformation from 
having been in God’s presence. The journey is the point.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have examined six foundational themes of worship found in 
Scripture. Let me now state these in the form of biblical principles to represent 
what worship will be and do if it is to be faithful to Scripture:

• Worship is centered in God’s acts of salvation.
• Worship follows the pattern of revelation and response.
• Worship enacts a covenantal relationship.
• Worship is corporate in nature.
• Worship is trinitarian in essence.
• Worship is a journey of transformation.

We are now ready to establish an operating definition of Christian worship 
to be used throughout the remainder of this book:

Worship is the expression of a relationship in which God the Father reveals 
himself and his love in Christ, and by his Holy Spirit administers grace, to 
which we respond in faith, gratitude, and obedience.18

Building worship services on a solid biblical foundation is absolutely essen-
tial for worship architects. It pleases God and, frankly, it is desperately needed 
by the church today. I concur that “vitality and meaning will not be restored 
to Christian gatherings until those who lead and those who participate can 
recover a biblical perspective on their meetings, seeing them in relation to 
God’s total plan and purpose for his people.”19

ENGAGE

Return to the discussion group you formed for “Explore.” Because this list of principles 

is not exhaustive, discuss these questions:
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 1. Which of the six principles is weakest in your church’s current practice? Make a 

list of three realistic ways that you could strengthen it.

 2. What universal principles, if any, would be fitting to add in order to be faithful 

to your particular worship tradition? Identify these with your pastoral leadership. 

Add them to this list.

As you begin to lay your foundation for worship design, the first step is to identify 

and display the biblical foundations on which you plan to build. Invite your pastoral 

leadership to an informal discussion with you to help articulate the biblical principles 

necessary for worship design in your context.

Then keep these principles in front of you at all times by

 1. posting the biblical principles on large sheets of paper or poster board in the 

room where you plan weekly services of worship

 2. listing them in the left- hand column of your worship planning worksheets

 3. sharing them with worshipers as a way to disciple them in the foundations of 

Christian worship
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