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One of our core values is “engaging corporate worship.” But what does that look 
like? Looking around the contemporary church we see a wide range of models 
and practices. But if we are to be deeply biblical, we need to be principle driven, 
rather than pragmatically driven. 
 
The New Testament tells us remarkably little about what happened when the 
early church met together. There are glimpses of the church as it gathers, but 
such passages are usually descriptive rather than prescriptive. One of the only 
extended passages about the “church gathered” is found in 1 Corinthians 14. 
Even here, Paul’s concern is primarily corrective, and focuses on the abuse of 
the gift of tongues in the Corinthian assembly. However, Paul does establish 
some basic principles that should guide us in thinking about our own times of 
corporate worship. 
 
1. The primary goal of corporate worship is to honor God. Therefore, a 
primary result of corporate worship should be an awareness that we have 
been in the presence of God (1 Corinthians 14:25). 

a) The goal of worship is the glory of God. 
 

i) The first instinct of the first Christians after the Ascension (Luke 
24:53) was to worship Jesus and to praise him publicly, while the 
immediate desire after Pentecost was to praise him corporately 
(Acts 2:47). 
 
ii) The great manual on praise in the New Testament is the book of 
Revelation (the word for worship proskyneo occurs 24 times). 
 
iii) Our concern is to offer “acceptable worship,” which is stated in a 
way that this is not a casual or careless activity! (Hebrews 
12:28,29). 

 
b) The content of worship must be biblical, since all true worship is a 
response to God’s revelation of himself. 

 
c) The center of worship must be the Lord Jesus Christ, in the context of 
the Trinity. He is also the basis of our worship and the one who gives us 
confidence in our approach to the Father (Hebrews 10:19-22). 

 
d) The enabler of worship is the Holy Spirit (Philippians 3:3). 
 

 



2. A closely connected goal of worship is the edification of God’s people. 
Therefore, a central concern of a congregational gathering is edification, 
the building up of the church and of other believers. A test question must 
be whether a given activity “edifies the church.” 

a) This is Paul’s major criterion to evaluate the appropriateness of certain 
activities.  The root oikodom- (edification) occurs five times in 1 
Corinthians 14 (3,5,12,17,26).  Sometimes the statement is made that 
worship isn’t for us, but for God. But that statement needs strong 
qualification. There is a consumerist mindset that is profoundly 
narcissistic. But authentic worship is for us, as well as for the Lord, since 
authentic worship is transforming. The goal of worship must be spiritual 
growth, not just numerical growth.  

 
b) The believers who are present are active participants rather than 
passive spectators (1 Corinthians 14:26). 

 
c) This is a major theme in the New Testament description of church 
meetings (Ephesians 5:18-20; Colossians 3:15-17; Hebrews 10: 24,25). 
Engaging worship cannot simply be entertaining. It must be transforming.  

 
d) It is an appropriate conclusion that Paul expected the meeting of the 
church to be “believer- targeted.” 

 
3. Unbelievers are expected to be present when Christians meet. 

a) The presence of unbelievers is expected: 1 Cor. 14:23-25.  There is 
some doubt as to the meaning of the word “someone who does not  
understand” (Greek, idiotes, someone who is untrained). It is most likely 
that it refers to a genuine “seeker.” There can no doubt about what 
“unbeliever” means. Such people Paul expected to be present when the 
church met.  It should be observed that even the Lord’s Supper is seen as 
having an evangelistic motif, since by it “we proclaim (katangello) the 
Lord’s death until he comes” (11:26). 

 
b) It is worth observing that unbelievers will come primarily if believers 
invite them. Believers will intuitively sense whether the kind of service they 
will encounter will be attractive or meaningful to their friends. 

 
c) This does not mean that attendance at church services was ever the 
primary way unbelievers were reached with the gospel. This is clearly not 
the pattern found in the book of Acts. The growth of the unchurched 
segment of our population makes this a crucial issue. 

 
  
 
 



4. The meeting of the church must be intelligible and accessible to 
unbelievers, as well as to believers. 

a) The specific issue in Corinth was tongues. It is important to observe 
that even a genuine spiritual gift was to be practiced in a carefully 
controlled way because of its possible negative effect on unbelievers. 
Tongues, especially uninterpreted tongues, would be nonsensical to them, 
so that must be carefully regulated. The principle is crucial: They must 
adapt their behavior to the presence of unbelievers in their services. 

 
b) The principle of intelligibility to outsiders has many implications. It would 
seem to connect to Paul’s earlier evangelistic principle, in 1 Corinthians 
9:19-26 (“all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save 
some”). 
 

i) The language should be accessible. We must avoid, to the 
degree possible, tribal and sub-cultural language, which is 
unnecessarily distancing. 

 
ii) The music should be accessible. We should recognize that music 
has profound implications for either distancing or accessibility. The 
challenge is to remain distinct but engaged. The importance of 
music in our culture can scarcely be exaggerated. For better or 
worse, the kind of music a church offers increasingly defines the 
kind of person that will attend, because for this generation music is 
at the very center of self-understanding. Michael Hamilton, 
Christianity Today 

 
iii) Discussions and debates about the style of music have 
continued throughout church history. But it is hard to avoid the 
biblical conclusion that this is an issue of freedom, not command. 

          
         iv) We need to be aware of our culture, but not captured by it. 
 

c) The goal of being “seeker- sensitlve” is not to make outsiders 
“comfortable,” but to have their hearts exposed. The description of verse 
24, 25 of authentic conviction is not comfortable.  

 
5. Authentic worship will have an evangelistic impact (24, 25).  There are two 
common patterns: a seeker-targeted model (whether the older “gospel meeting” 
format or the modern seeker service) or a believer-targeted model (the teaching 
service, with believers expected to go out into the world). This passage seems to 
provide a third model: a believer-targeted service that is intentionally accessible 
to unbelievers. 


