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Since the Christian faith deals with spiritual realities, we can use many different words to
speak about the same things. Yet as we look for new ways of communicating the faith to
the people around us we need to be careful that we do not naively adopt new fashionable
expressions that convey a different theology than our own. A good case in point is the
loose use of the term “worship.” In many Protestant circles worship is now equated
exclusively with the performance of praise by a musical group. It has nothing to do with
hearing the gospel or receiving Holy Communion. They therefore commonly call the lead
singer their “worship leader,” the person who heads “the worship ministry” of the
congregation.

It is, of course, true that praise is an aspect of worship. Yet the Scriptures teach that
worship is far broader than just that. It includes everything that happens when we
celebrate the Lord’s Supper. That act of worship has two sides to it – God’s sacramental
service of us by forgiving our sins and blessing us, by speaking his word to us, and by
giving us Christ’s body and blood; and our sacrificial service of God by confessing our
sins and professing our faith in him, by listening to him and presenting our offerings to
him, by praying to him and praising him. So for us as Lutherans worship means that we
let the triune God serve us as he has promised and give us the gifts that he wants us to
receive from him. In fact, we give priority to what God does for us and gives to us in
worship. Thus the Apology of the Augsburg Confession teaches: “the service and worship
of the Gospel is to receive good things from God” (IV, 310).

We therefore regard the pastor as the worship leader of the congregation. He serves us
together with the risen Lord Jesus as his mouth and hands. We receive the gifts of God
through the absolution that he gives, the gospel that he proclaims, the supper that he
administers, and the blessing that he pronounces. If we narrow down worship to the
performance of adoration and praise, our worship becomes lopsided and one dimensional.
We may neglect the riches of God’s grace by focusing on what we do rather than on what
God does for us. The Apology warns against this when it says: “the service of the law is
to offer and present our goods to God” (IV, 310). Even though we may continue to speak
about justification by grace through faith, we may practice justification by works in our
worship.


