
 www.g3min.org  1 

 

 

Decent and Orderly Corporate Worship 
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“Our church’s worship is pretty formal, but I prefer Holy Spirit-led worship.” Such was 
the comment I overheard recently by a young evangelical describing his church’s worship ser-
vice, illustrating a very common perception by many evangelicals today—if the Holy Spirit ac-
tively works in worship, the results will be something extraordinary, an experience “quenched” 
by too much form and order. A common perception, to be sure, but how grounded in Scripture 
is this expectation concerning the nature and purpose of corporate worship? 

My goal in this presentation is to assess this common expectation, measuring it against 
what is perhaps the single most important text in the New Testament regarding the nature and 
purpose of corporate worship. In fact, 1 Corinthians 14 is really the only chapter in the New 
Testament that gives direct and specific focus to the subject of corporate worship. 

However, Paul addresses the subject of corporate worship not exactly directly, but ra-
ther indirectly by addressing a problem within the Corinthian church. But in addressing that 
problem, Paul highlights the central nature and purpose of corporate worship in cultivating our 
relationship with God. 

1 Corinthians 14 

1 Pursue love, and earnestly desire the spiritual gifts, especially that you may prophesy. 2 
For one who speaks in a tongue speaks not to men but to God; for no one understands 
him, but he utters mysteries in the Spirit. 3 On the other hand, the one who prophesies 
speaks to people for their upbuilding and encouragement and consolation. 4 The one 
who speaks in a tongue builds up himself, but the one who prophesies builds up the 
church. 5 Now I want you all to speak in tongues, but even more to prophesy. The one 
who prophesies is greater than the one who speaks in tongues, unless someone inter-
prets, so that the church may be built up. 

Corporate Worship Context 

Notice first that the context of the discussion in this chapter is “in church” (v. 19), 
“when you come together” (v. 26); that is, the context is specifically corporate gatherings of the 
church. There is a significant focus here upon gifts given to believers “through the Spirit” (12:8) 
or “by the one Spirit” (12:9), what chapter 14 calls “manifestations of the Spirit” (v. 12). But the 
specific focus is on the use of such gifts in the context of “coming together” within the gather-
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ings of the church. Thus what the chapter teaches about use of spiritual gifts within church 
gatherings provides broader principles for the nature of corporate worship. 

Tongues vs. Prophecy 

Before discerning those principles, however, it is important to grasp something of the 
nature of these gifts Paul addresses. Here in chapter 14, Paul directs his attention to two prima-
ry spiritual gifts, prophecy and tongues. As Richard Gaffin notes, “A deliberate contrast be-
tween prophecy and tongues structures the whole chapter. This pairing runs like a backbone 
down the body of almost the entire argument.”2 In the first half of the chapter, Paul’s argument 
is essentially that the believers in the Corinthian church should desire the gift of prophecy over 
the gift of tongues. Notice what he says in verse 5: “Now I want you all to speak in tongues, but 
even more to prophesy.” And again in verse 18: “Nevertheless, in church I would rather speak 
five words with my mind in order to instruct others, than ten thousand words in a tongue.” 
Why is that? Determining why Paul believes the gift of prophecy is better than tongues reveals 
key principles about the nature of the corporate gatherings he’s addressing. 

Prophecy 
But in order to do that, we need to grasp what, exactly, these gifts were. Perhaps one of 

the most concise definitions of prophecy in Scripture comes in Deuteronomy 18 with the 
promise of a coming Messianic prophet who would follow in the tradition of the Old Testa-
ment prophets of old: 

 
18 I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers. And I will put 
my words in his mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I command him. 19 And 
whoever will not listen to my words that he shall speak in my name, I myself will require 
it of him.  

To prophesy is to speak the very words of God. Sometimes those words are predictive; more 
often those words are instructive or exhortative. But no matter the content, prophecy is the de-
livery of direct, divine revelation to the degree that one who prophesies can always unequivocal-
ly say, “Thus says the Lord.” Please note that I am distinguishing the gift of prophecy from 
preaching; preaching is certainly the proclamation of God’s revelation, but preaching does not 
necessarily involve direct revelation from God, and preaching includes the preacher’s own ap-
plication and exhortation from God’s revelation. I am also rejecting any claim that NT prophe-
cy takes a different form than the standard of OT prophecy. I do not have time to defend this 
definition of prophecy here, but I would direct your attention to Sinclair Ferguson’s discussion 
in his book on the Holy Spirit or Bruce Compton’s excellent analysis in the Detroit Seminary 
Journal of Wayne Grudem’s position.3 The classic definition of prophecy is that it is direct reve-
lation from the Lord. 

 
2 Richard B. Gaffin, Jr., Perspectives on Pentecost (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1979), 56. 

3 Sinclair B. Ferguson, The Holy Spirit (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 1997); Bruce Compton, “The Con-
tinuation of New Testament Prophecy and a Closed Canon: Revisiting Wayne Grudem’s Two Levels of  NT 
Prophecy,” Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal 22 (2017): 57–73. 
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Tongues 
Although perhaps more controversial, what is convenient about discerning the nature of 

tongues is that there are only four texts in all of Scripture in which the gift appears. First Corin-
thians 12–14 is one of them, and the other three are found in the book of Acts. Three observa-
tions from the appearances of tongues in Acts reveal the nature and purpose of the gift and set 
up an important context for Paul’s discussion in 1 Corinthians. First, “tongues” (glossais) and 
“languages” (dialecto) are used interchangeably in Acts 2. Tongues speaking is the ability to speak 
in a known language that the speaker has never learned. Second, the three appearances of 
tongues in Acts involve the conversion of first Jews from around the world, then Gentiles with-
in the land of Israel (Cornelius and his household in chapter 10), then Gentiles outside Israel 
(Gentiles in Ephesus in chapter 19). In each case, the purpose appears to be as a sign, particu-
larly to unbelieving Israel, that membership in the body of Christ is without national distinction. 
Third, in two of the three cases we find that the content of the speech was “the mighty works 
of God” (2:11) and “extolling God” (10:46). In other words, the purpose was not evangelism, 
but rather praising God in known languages as a sign to unbelieving Israel that that they are no 
longer the exclusive focus of God’s attention and love—now there is no difference between 
Jews and Gentiles—the same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses all who call on him. It was a 
sign to them that God was shifting his focus away from them for a time and toward the Gentile 
nations. In fact, Paul specifically makes this point in 1 Corinthians 14, when he quotes Isaiah 
28:11–12 in verse 21: “In the Law it is written, ‘By people of strange tongues and by the lips of 
foreigners will I speak to this people, and even then they will not listen to me, says the Lord.’” 
The appearance of these “strange tongues” during these early years of the church was a pro-
nouncement of curse upon the nation of Israel. The gift of tongues, as is evident in the three 
appearances in Acts along with what Paul says in 1 Corinthians 14, had a very specific purpose: 
it served as a sign to unbelieving Israel that membership in the church was without national dis-
tinction. 

This understanding of the nature of prophecy and tongues helps us to understand why 
Paul would tell the Corinthian believers to prefer prophecy over tongues. Remember, Paul is 
specifically focusing on corporate worship, and therefore his insistence that tongues is less de-
sirable than prophecy reveals to us some important principles about corporate worship.  

Qualifications 

Now, before we focus on the principles about corporate worship that we can derive 
from Paul’s discussion of tongues and prophecy in 1 Corinthians 14, I need to offer one qualifi-
cation. First, there is, of course, debate over whether these gifts of tongues and prophecy con-
tinue today or whether they have ceased. Although I will not be able to offer a complete 
defense in this presentation, I believe that these spiritual gifts have ceased since (a) the sign of 
tongues, as we have seen, served a very limited function that is no longer necessary, and (b) 
since we now have a “prophetic word more fully confirmed” (2 Peter 1:19) in the complete 
canon of the sixty-six books of the Old and New Testaments, God no longer delivers new reve-
lation through human prophets. However, the principles concerning the purpose and nature of 
corporate worship found here in 1 Corinthians 14 would still apply even if these gifts still re-
mained; and actually, the principles perhaps even carry more weight considering the fact that 
Paul gave them when these gifts were still in operation. In other words, reasoning from the 
greater to the lesser, if the principles in this passage applied when these gifts were still in opera-
tion, how much more should they apply once the gifts have ceased? 
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The Nature and Purpose of Corporate Worship 

So, Paul’s central argument in at least the first half of 1 Corinthians 14 is that for corpo-
rate worship, the gift of prophecy—divine revelation from God—is more desirable than the gift 
of tongues—a sign meant for unbelievers in the form of speaking praise to God in a known 
language but one not known by anyone in the congregation. This very central argument implies 
some key principles about the nature and purpose of corporate worship gatherings. 

Corporate, Not Individual 

First, corporate worship is corporate worship, not individual worship. This is the essential 
difference between tongues and prophecy: tongues is individual expression toward God, while 
prophecy has corporate benefit. 

Notice how Paul describes the purpose of tongues in verse 2: “For one who speaks in a 
tongue speaks not to men but to God; for no one understands him, but utters the mysteries in 
the Spirit.” We saw this in the book of Acts—the content of tongues was praise toward God, 
and while in the case of Pentecost there were people from various nations present who could 
understand their specific dialects, if someone spoke in another dialect within a corporate wor-
ship service in the church at Corinth, no one in the congregation would have been able to un-
derstand what was being said. Instead, tongues in that context is only individual expression 
toward God. I take “spirit” in verse 2 to refer to the human spirit rather than the Holy Spirit.4 
In other words, a person speaking in tongues is expressing to the Lord mysteries of his spirit 
since no one else can understand what he is saying. And again in verse 4: “The one who speaks 
in a tongue builds up himself.” The whole rest of the section highlights the personal and indi-
vidual nature of the gift of tongues. If someone speaks in a language that no one else in the 
congregation knows, he might bring individual praise to God, and he might have a legitimate 
individual experience with God that builds up himself, but he is of no benefit to the congrega-
tion as a whole. 

Prophecy, on the other hand, is a gift that edifies the entire congregation. Paul states 
this clearly in verse 3: “On the other hand, the one who prophesies speaks to people for their 
upbuilding and encouragement and consolation.” And again inverse 4: “but the one who 
prophesies builds up the church.” When the revelation of God is clearly proclaimed to God’s 
people in words they can understand, that builds up the church, which emphasizes the im-
portance of recognizing the corporate nature of public worship. This is not to say that individu-
al expression is always inappropriate—as Paul says in verse 5, if there is an interpreter, then 
tongues speaking can be edifying to all. In other words, if there is individual expression in cor-
porate worship, it must be such that has corporate benefit.  

Paul’s emphasis here runs contrary to a common way of thinking that has become prev-
alent in evangelicalism today, even among those who have in a sense recovered a theocentric 
focus to corporate worship, in which the purpose of the worship service is assumed to be for 
individuals to have a personal experience with God. Individual praise to God and self-
edification are good, but when we gather as the church, our focus should be corporate, not in-
dividual. 

 
4 See W. Harold Mare, “1 Corinthians,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Volume 10: Romans Through Gala-

tians, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein, vol. Vol. 10 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1976), 272. 
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Believers, Not Unbelievers 

Second, corporate worship is for believers, not unbelievers. Notice in verse 22 where 
Paul says that tongues are a sign not for believers but for unbelievers. As we saw in Acts, God 
gave the sign of tongues in order to help first Jewish unbelievers, then Gentiles within Israel, 
and then Gentiles outside Israel recognize that anyone who believed in the name of the Lord 
would be saved. But the purpose of the corporate gatherings of the church is not primarily to 
bring unbelievers to faith in Christ; corporate worship is first and foremost a gathering of 
Christians, which is another reason Paul emphasized the superiority of prophecy—a gift of 
benefit for believers—over tongues in corporate worship. 

This is not at all to downplay the importance of evangelism for the church. Indeed, part 
of what it means to fulfill the Great Commission is to preach the gospel to every living creature. 
But evangelism should happen primarily as we go out into the world; when we gather as the 
church, we are gathering as believers. 

Edification, Not Expression 

Third, Paul’s discussion of tongues and prophecy in this text helps us to understand that 
the purpose of corporate worship gatherings is edification, not merely expression. As we saw in 
Acts, the content of speaking in tongues was the exultation and praise of God. That’s clear in 
this chapter as well: Paul says in verse 2, “one who speaks in a tongue speaks not to men but to 
God,” and he describes the content of tongues speaking in verses 16–17 as giving thanks to 
God. So speaking in tongues was certainly an act of individual expression toward God that 
brought him glory, and yet Paul indicates that in corporate worship, not only should we be con-
cerned about the corporate rather than just the individual, but we also should be primarily con-
cerned about corporate edification rather than simply corporate expression. Just survey briefly 
with me through the chapter and notice how much emphasis there is here upon the edification 
of the whole congregation in corporate worship: 

 
v. 3: “upbuilding and encouragement and consolation” 
 
v. 4: “builds up the church” 
 
v. 5: “that the church may be built up” 
 
v. 6: “how will I benefit you” 
 
v. 9: “how will anyone know what is said” 
 
v. 12: “strive to excel in building up the church” 
 
v. 17: “the other person is not being built up” 
 
v. 19: “to instruct others” 
 

And this point really all climaxes in verse 26 “Let all things be done for building up.” In other 
words, one of the core reasons Paul insists that the gift of prophecy is to be desired over 
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tongues in corporate worship is that tongues is primarily a gift of individual expression toward 
God, while prophecy is a gift that better fits the formative purpose of corporate worship. This 
is a passage about corporate worship services, and yet the emphasis is not upon expression of 
worship but rather on edification. 

Now this is a point that may seem to be a bit counter-intuitive. This is worship after all, 
isn’t it? Isn’t worship supposed to be for God? Isn’t the whole problem with much evangelical 
worship today that it is focused on people instead of God? Isn’t it correct to say that in corpo-
rate worship there is an audience of One and that our purpose here is to express worship to-
ward him? 

Well, while I do believe that the recovery of a God-centered focus in corporate worship 
is a welcome and necessary corrective to the man-centered, entertainment focus of much of 
contemporary worship, it is actually incorrect to say that corporate worship is just about ex-
pressing praise and thanks to God. Yes, God is the focus of corporate worship, God is the cen-
ter of corporate worship, and the adoration of God is the goal of corporate worship, but as is 
clear from what is likely the central text on corporate worship in the New Testament, every-
thing about this service is primarily for the building up of the body. Edification, not just expres-
sion. 

This is where it is important to distinguish between “worship” considered in the broad 
sense of bringing glory to God by valuing him above all others, and a corporate worship ser-
vice. Worshiping God—glorifying him, valuing him above all else—is certainly the reason we 
were created and the goal of the Christian life. But the corporate worship services of a church 
has a particular purpose that fits under the commission given to that church, namely, to make 
disciples. Our goal as churches is to build up disciple-worshipers who will bring God glory with 
the entirety of their lives, but that does not happen without intentional discipleship, and one of 
the primary means that God has given us to form and build those kinds of disciple-worshipers 
is the corporate worship of a church. In and through corporate worship, believers are built up, 
formed, and discipled to be Christians who love the Lord their God with all their heart, soul, 
and mind. Corporate worship is not simply a gathering of a group of individual Christians who 
express praise and thanks to God individually or even corporately; corporate worship is the 
method through which God creates mature worshipers through the means that he has ordained. 

In a corporate worship service, we are not the primary actors; corporate worship is not 
us performing for God—that is paganism. A theology of worship that says corporate worship is 
about us expressing adoration for God is still anthropocentric—it’s about what we are doing. A 
properly theocentric theology of worship will recognize that in a corporate worships service, 
God is the primary actor. It is God who calls us to draw near to him; we do not invite him to 
come down to us. It is God who speaks to us first; only then do we respond back to him. And 
even our responses should be based, not on the natural, authentic expressions of our hearts, but 
rather our responses should be framed by the words, forms, and affections ordained for us by 
God in his Word. Our natural, “authentic” responses are often immature, undeveloped, fickle, 
sometimes even sinful, and in need of reform. Corporate worship is the means through which 
God forms our image of him and matures our responses toward him. 

And so as church leaders, when we think about what we are going to do in a worship 
service, our primarily concern should not be how to give voice to the natural expressions of the 
people in the congregation, but rather how to form and shape and disciple and edify the expres-
sions of the people in the congregation according to the Word of God. And as church mem-
bers, our primary concern in a corporate worship service should not simply be the authentic 
expression of worship toward God but rather how the service is edifying us to be the kind of 
mature disciple-worships Scripture commands. 
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Order, Not Disorder 

Fourth, Paul also tells us exactly how this kind of edification in corporate worship takes 
place: edification in corporate worship takes place through order, not disorder. Apparently, 
Christians in the church at Corinth had similar expectations about corporate worship as con-
temporary Christians do—true worship will be spontaneous, and too much structure stifles the 
Holy Spirit. They were apparently extending this expectation beyond the miraculous gifts of 
tongues and prophecy to even singing and teaching (v. 26), which makes clear that what Paul 
argues in this chapter does not only apply when the miraculous gifts are in use, but to all of 
what constitutes gathered worship.  

Paul is emphatic in verse 33: “God is not a God of confusion”—in other words, disor-
der—“but of peace” (v. 33). And remember, Paul is dealing here with Holy Spirit given miracu-
lous gifts; yet even in that context, Paul insists that confusion and disorder are evidences that he 
is not working. Arguing from the greater to the lesser, if the Holy Spirit works in corporate wor-
ship through order even when he gives miraculous gifts, certainly his work is orderly once those 
gifts have ceased. It is a God of peace who is at work in corporate worship. 

On this basis, Paul provides clear principles for order in a worship service, fully consistent 
with the Holy Spirit’s giving of miraculous gifts. “Only two or at most three” people may speak 
in tongues in any given service, “and each in turn” (v. 27). If there is no one to interpret the 
tongues, “let each of them keep silent” (v. 28). Only two or three prophets should speak, others 
should weigh what is said (v. 29), and they should do so one at a time (v. 30). Far from expect-
ing the Holy Spirit to sweep through the congregation, causing worshipers to be overcome with 
his presence, “the spirits of prophets are subject to prophets” (v. 32). Far from quenching the 
Holy Spirit, order within corporate worship is exactly how the Holy Spirit works, desiring that 
“all may learn and all be encouraged” (v. 31). Thus in corporate worship, exactly because of 
how the Holy Spirit of God works and the purpose of corporate worship to form disciple-
worshipers who will properly bring glory to God, “all things should be done decently and in 
order” (v. 40).  

Biblical, Not Unregulated 

The preceding two principles lead to an important additional implication: Corporate 
worship should be biblically-regulated, not unregulated. In other words, if corporate worship is 
God’s work upon us to make us into mature Christians, then we must be sure to use those 
means that he has prescribed in his Word to do so. Paul stresses the importance of biblical au-
thority in the context of corporate worship in verses 36–38: 

 
Or was it from you that the word of God came? Or are you the only ones it has 
reached? If anyone thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that 
the things I am writing to you are a command of the Lord. If anyone does not recognize 
this, he is not recognized. 

Paul was inscripturating direct revelation from the Lord here; carried along by the Holy Spirit (2 
Peter 1:21), Paul was contributing to that “prophetic word more fully confirmed” (2 Peter 1:19), 
the written Word of God, which always carries the final authority. Paul highlights this as well in 
the fact that prophecy given in a corporate worship service had to be tested (v. 29), a standard 



 www.g3min.org  8 

that was exactly the same for prophecy in the OT (Deut 13:1–5, 18:15–22). The written Word 
of God is always the final authority. 

This emphasis upon biblical authority over our corporate worship applies in at least four 
areas. First, the elements of our worship must be regulated by the Word of God. Again, if a 
corporate worship service is primarily about building up believers such that their worship is ac-
ceptable to God, then we must utilize the specific means God has given us to do this.  

Paul commands Timothy, in the context of teaching him how to behave in the house of 
God, “devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture (1 Tim 4:13). He repeats similar com-
mands in Colossians 4:16 and 1 Thessalonians 5:27. Paul also commands Timothy to “devote 
yourself . . . to exhortation, to teaching” (1 Tim 4:13) and “preach the Word;  be read in season 
and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching” (2 Tim 
4:2). Third, Paul commands that “supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be 
made for all people, for kings and for all who are in high positions (1 Tim 2:1). He commands 
the Colossians to “continue steadfastly in prayer (4:2), and to the Ephesians he admonishes, 
“praying at all time in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication . . . making supplication for all 
the saints” (6:18). A fourth biblically-prescribed element might not actually be a separate ele-
ment at all, but rather a form of Scripture reading or prayer, and that is singing. In both Ephe-
sians 5:19 and Colossians 3:16, Paul commands gathered believers to sing psalms, hymns, and 
spiritual songs, thereby “singing and making melody to the Lord with your heart” (Eph 5:19) 
and “teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom” (Col 3:16). Fifth, Paul commanded 
the Corinthian church, “On the first day of the week, each of you is to put something aside and 
store it up, as he may prosper, so that there will be no collecting when I come” (1 Cor 16:2). 
Although in its immediate context this refers to giving that was taken to needy believers in Jeru-
salem (v. 3), Paul indicates that elders should be paid (1 Tim 5:17–18), and so it is fitting that 
such regular, weekly giving be used for that purpose as well, in addition to caring for the partic-
ular needs of members in the congregation (Acts 6:1, 1 Tim 5:3) and other material functions of 
the church. Sixth, Christ commanded in his Great Commission to the disciples, “Go therefore 
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit.” And finally, Paul told the Corinthian church that he passed on “the Lord’s 
Supper” to the church, having received it from the Lord himself (1 Cor 11:20, 23). 

These are the only corporate worship elements given to the church in the NT for the 
purpose of building up the body into mature disciple-worshipers. To add or subtract from these 
God-ordained elements would be to distrust the sufficiency of God’s Word in giving us what 
we need to equip us for every good work (2 Tim 3:17). So the first way our worship is regulated 
by Scripture is in the elements we choose to include. 

Second, the content of our worship elements must be regulated by the Word of God. 
Clearly what we teach and preach, what we pray, and what we sing must contain the Word of 
God, or at very least express sentiments consistent with the Word of God. 

Third, the forms of our worship should be regulated by the Word of God. We must 
remember that the Bible is not simply a static collection of theological propositions. Rather, 
Scripture is a collection of God-inspired literary forms that express his truth, and all of Scrip-
ture, including its aesthetic aspects, carry the weigh of divine authority. Therefore, as we choose 
artistic forms of expression in our modern cultural context, we must be sure that the way in 
which those forms communicate truth correspond to the way in which Scripture itself aestheti-
cally communicates truth. 

Fourth, the order of our worship should be regulated by the Word of God. If the pri-
mary purpose of corporate worship is the edification of believers—God forming us into mature 
disciple-worshipers, then even the structure of our services should follow what God has given 



 www.g3min.org  9 

to us in Scripture. God made clear this purpose when he instituted corporate worship assem-
blies in the OT, establishing a structural pattern that continues also into the NT. God often 
calls these assemblies of worship “memorials,” meaning more than just a passive remembrance 
of something, but actually a reenactment of God’s works in history for his people such that the 
worshipers are shaped over and over again by what God has done. Beginning at Mt. Sinai (Ex-
od 19–24), God instituted a particular order of what the OT frequently calls the “solemn as-
semblies” of Israel. This order reflects what I like to call a “theo-logic” in which in the 
assembly, God’s people reenact through the order of what they do God’s atoning work on their 
behalf. For sake of time, I will just summarize this structure: 

 
God reveals himself and calls his people to worship 

God’s people acknowledge and confess their need for forgiveness 

God provides atonement 

God speaks his Word 

God’s people respond with commitment 

God hosts a celebratory feast 
 

This same theo-logic characterized the progression of sacrifices within the tabernacle assem-
blies, moving from the sin offering to the guilt offering to the burnt offering to the grain offer-
ing and finally the peace offering. The same structure appears at the dedication of Solomon’s 
temple (2 Chron 15–17). In each case, the structure of the worship assemblies follows a theo-
logical order in which the worshipers reenact the covenant relationship they have with God 
through the atonement he provided, culminating with a feast that celebrates the fellowship they 
enjoy with God because of what he has done for them. 

While the particular rituals present in Hebrew worship pass away for the NT church, 
the book of Hebrews tells us that these OT rituals were “a copy and shadow of heavenly thing” 
(8:5). Thus while the shadows fade away, the theo-logic of corporate worship remains the same: 
we are reenacting God’s atoning work on our behalf when we gather for corporate worship. 
Significantly, Hebrews teaches that when we gather for services of worship, through Christ we 
are actually joining with the real worship taking place in the heavenly Jerusalem of which those 
Old Testament rituals were a mere shadow. And so it is important to recognize that the two 
records we have in Scripture of heavenly worship also follow the same theo-logic modeled in 
the OT. When Isaiah was given a vision of heavenly worship in Isaiah 6, the order of what hap-
pens mirrors the same theo-logic as that given to Israel for its worship. Likewise, when John is 
given a similar vision of heavenly worship, the order of what happens is the same. From crea-
tion to consummation, the corporate worship of God’s people is a memorial—a reenactment—
of the “theo-logic” of true worship: God’s call for his people to commune with him through 
the sacrifice of atonement that he has provided, listening to his Word, responding with praise 
and obedience, and culminating with a beautiful picture of perfect communion with God in the 
form of a feast. This reenactment in a corporate worship service of God’s work for us is what 
will progressively edify us over time to live out our relationship with God through Christ as his 
mature disciple-worshipers. 
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This is why historic worship services, intentionally structured on the basis of this bibli-
cal theo-logic, has always followed a standard order: Worshipers begin with God’s call for them 
to worship him, followed by adoration and praise. They then confess their sins to him and re-
ceive assurance of pardon in Christ. They thank him for their salvation, they hear his Word 
preached, and they respond with dedication. And the climax of all historic Christian worship 
has always been expression of communion with God, either through drawing near to him in 
prayer, or more often in historic liturgies, through celebrating the Lord’s Table. To eat at 
Christ’s Table is the most powerful expression that Christians are accepted by him.5 All of the 
Scripture readings, prayers, and songs in this order are carefully chosen for their appropriate-
ness in a particular function within the gospel-shaped structure.6 

Conclusion 

And so, through an argument mostly about the priority of prophecy over tongues in 
corporate worship, Paul gives us important principles for corporate worship that still apply even 
though both of those gifts have ceased: 

 
1. Corporate worship is corporate worship, not individual worship. 
2. Corporate worship is for believers, not unbelievers. 
3. Corporate worship has the primary purpose of edification, not merely expres-

sion. 
4. Corporate worship accomplishes edification through order, not disorder. 
5. Corporate worship should be biblically-regulated, not unregulated. 

 
5 See James Torrance, Worship, Community, and the Triune God of Grace (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 

1996), 23. 

6 Several recent volumes have created a renewed interested in such gospel-shaped liturgy, including Bryan 
Chapell, Christ-Centered Worship: Letting the Gospel Shape Our Practice (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009); Robbie 
F. Castleman, Story-Shaped Worship: Following Patterns from the Bible and History (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 2013); Mike Cosper, Rhythms of Grace: How the Church’s Worship Tells the Story of the Gospel (Wheaton: Crossway 
Books, 2013); James K. A. Smith, Imagining the Kingdom: How Worship Works (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013). 
For a review of these works, see Scott Aniol, “Gospel-Shaped Worship: A Review of Recent Literature,” Artistic 
Theologian 2 (2013): 106–13. 
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