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When a clear 

direction in music and 

worship is not 

determined for a 

church, grumbling 

and dissatisfaction 

become part of the 

weekly routine. 

Corporate Worship Is… 
Acts 2:42 

 

Introduction 

By many accounts, Vince Lombardi was the greatest of all NFL head coaches.  Among those 

who have coached for over ten years, his winning percentage is the highest at 74%.  He led his 

team to three consecutive NFL championships, a feat accomplished only once before by Curly 

Lambeau.  He won the first Super Bowl whose trophy is named after him.  But when he came to 

the Green Bay Packers in 1958, they were pathetic.  Their record, even with five future hall-of-

famers on the roster was 1-10-1.  During his first year he turned them into a winning team with a 

record of 7-5 and won Coach of the Year.  His second year, they won the NFL Western 

Conference.  They lost the NFL Championship game in his third year, the last time the Packers 

ever lost a championship game under his guidance.   

What happened?  How did a pathetic bunch of losers turn into a team of champions?  Without a 

doubt, Lombardi’s leadership was the key.  And one of the things he gave his team along with 

rigorous discipline was vision.  He said, “If you don’t think 

you’re a winner, then you don’t belong here.”  And then he 

told them how to get there, “Winning isn’t a sometime 

thing; it is an all the time thing.  You don’t do things right 

once in a while...you do them all the time.”  Vision makes 

all the difference in the world.  Groups of people without 

vision flounder as the 1958 Packers demonstrated.  

Lombardi’s football creed is not the same as Christianity, 

but his leadership is instructive.     

One of the areas where it has been difficult for church 

leaders to function is in the area of music and worship.  

Preferences run high and whenever you set a clear 

direction you are sure to offend someone.  But when a clear direction in music and worship is not 

determined for a church, grumbling and dissatisfaction become part of the weekly routine as no 

one knows where the group is headed and everyone wants their own preference. 

Thankfully, we are far away from cultivating a culture of grumbling, but I do believe it is time to 

set a direction in worship and music.  So where do we start?  In the Bible, of course.  But what 

passages should we look at?  We could observe Israel’s massive music ministry in I Chronicles 

25 or we could celebrate the use of exuberant and loud expressions in Psalm 150.  The heavenly 

worship described in Revelation 4 & 5 is instructive.   

Instead, let’s look at what the earliest church did when they gathered together for worship: 

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of 

bread and to prayer.      Acts 2:42 
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Worship song is not 

entertainment to “set 

the tone” or “prepare 

the heart to hear the 

Word” but rather it is 

real engagement with 

God.  

Anything missing?  Where’s the music!? 

 

Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we pray that in this hour your name would be honored above all other things.  

Come and rule in our thoughts, our emotions, and in our wills.  Be the sovereign Lord of the 

people known as the First Baptist Church that we might live to magnify your name.  For your 

Kingdom and for your glory we pray.  Amen.  

 

Corporate Worship Is… 

Our modern American culture is saturated with music.  Think about it.  Not just ipods and radios, 

music is a key component of every film, every YouTube clip.  It’s no surprise that we demand 

music, and usually lots of it, in our worship services.  That’s both a good and a bad thing.  Some 

have even equated music with worship, making a distinction between the preached Word of God 

and the songs we sing.  That’s a misunderstanding bordering on idolatry.  

 

Of course, it wasn’t always that way.  The pervasiveness of music in our culture is due, in great 

part, to the advent of the recording and broadcast industry in the twentieth century.  While we 

can assume from the Apostle Paul’s writings (Colossians 3:16 & Ephesians 5:19) that the early 

church sang together, the earliest documents in church history describing corporate worship 

don’t mention music at all.  It wasn’t a main feature in their services.  These early documents 

essentially describe people gathered to hear the Word of God read and commented on, followed 

every week by the observance of the Lord’s Table.  Prayers, both memorized and spontaneous 

wove the two elements of Word and Table together.  It fit perfectly with the Acts pattern of 

apostles’ teaching (in the reading and preaching of the word), fellowship (in their gathering and 

sharing of life together), breaking of bread (at the Lord’s Table) and to prayer.  With this model 

of worship, primarily in homes, the growth of Christianity was explosive. These are principles 

and a pattern that we would be wise to understand and embrace.   

 

Music in worship is not an end unto itself.  If it is, it is out of 

place; out of order.  We come precariously close to the line 

of religious idolatry.  Music in worship serves as a vehicle 

for the Word.  Through music we can sing Scripture or 

declare its principles.  Paul encouraged the Colossians to “let 

the Word of Christ richly dwell in you, with all wisdom 

teaching and admonishing one another with psalms, hymns, 

and spiritual songs” (Colossians 3:16).  Music facilitates 

fellowship as we join our many voices together as one and 

tell our story in song.  Music also helps us in our meditation 

and communion at the Lord’s Table whether it is sung or 

instrumental.  Finally, most songs in worship function as 

prayer in praise or petition.  It is the text that matters.  Worship song is not entertainment to “set 

the tone” or “prepare the heart to hear the Word” but rather it is real engagement with God.  St 

Augustine famously said, “He who sings, prays twice.”  The hymn writer put it this way: 
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How often, making music we have found 

A new dimension in the world of sound,  

As worship moves us to a more profound, “Alleluia!” 

     Fred Pratt Green (29) 

 

Music facilitates… 

 …the Word, 

  …fellowship, 

   …the Table, 

    …or prayer. 

 

If it does none of these things, it has no place in Christian corporate worship.  

 

A New Understanding of Worship 

Prior to 1980, you would have had a hard time finding any books on the topic of worship written 

by evangelical writers.  There was less than a handful.  Today, there are hundreds.  Interest in 

worship among evangelicals has never been higher.  What happened? 

 

Most American evangelicals have been deeply shaped by revivalism.  It is deeply rooted in our 

DNA.  It informs us that a personal relationship with Jesus Christ is paramount. Revivalism has 

given us language with the “sinner’s prayer” to help people respond to the Gospel.  It has 

certainly shaped my life.  I “prayed the prayer” at a revival meeting when I was six years old.  

The preacher’s name was “Dusty Rhoads.”   

 

But revivalism is relatively new in the history of the church.  It was a system of mass evangelism 

that resonated with American culture beginning in the early days of the nineteenth century.  D.L. 

Moody and Ira Sankey perfected the methodology in the late 1800’s.  Their same methods were 

used very effectively by Billy Sunday and Billy Graham throughout the twentieth century.  There 

is no debating the fact that God powerfully used these men and their methods of evangelism to 

bring millions of people to Christ.   

 

Having so powerfully influenced the church by bringing so many to Christ, however, most local 

churches also adapted their methods for corporate worship.  Beginning in the late nineteenth 

century, churches designed their sanctuaries with architecture borrowed from the theatre to 

enhance a revivalistic approach.
1
   Not only that, we shaped our orders of worship after the 

pattern of revival meetings.  We sang upbeat songs and hymns to energize the people, had 

engaging special music that usually testified of the singer’s faith, and sang perhaps another quiet 

song to set the mood for the sermon.  All of this was done to “prepare the hearts of the people to 

hear the Word.”  In some circles, all that came before the sermon was called “the pre-service.”  

Finally, after the sermon, an invitation for salvation or rededication was given.   

 

That’s what I was raised on, and I suspect many of you were, as well.  But it’s a long way from 

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of 

bread and to prayer. 

                                                      
1
 Jeanne Halbren Kilde, When Church Became Theatre:  The Transformation of Evangelical Architecture and 

Worship in Nineteenth-Century America, (Oxford University Press, 2002). 
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While we’ve been arguing 

over style, a massive 

paradigm shift has been 

happening underneath.  

 

With the advent of the Praise and Worship Movement 

which began in the 1970’s, a new understanding of 

what worship could be began to emerge with 

evangelicals.  We’ve struggled over musical styles in 

the church for the last thirty or more years.  We call 

that unfortunate phenomenon, “worship wars.”  But 

while we’ve been arguing over style, a massive 

paradigm shift has been happening underneath.  

Regardless of what you think of praise and worship music, the movement has brought the fresh 

understanding of all that happens in a worship gathering can have spiritual value in itself.  With 

this new understanding, music does not serve to prepare the hearts of the people to hear the 

sermon, but rather serves as a vehicle for the congregation to directly engage with God.    

 

If we can grasp and embrace this change, we have the opportunity to come back to a more 

biblical understanding of corporate worship which, in turn, has the greater potential to shape and 

transform our lives as followers of Christ.  Music moves beyond entertainment or emotional 

manipulation to serving the real elements of worship: Word, fellowship, Table, and prayer.   

 

A few weeks ago, someone said to me, (I believe, in an effort to affirm me) that it is obvious that 

my calling is music.  But music is not my calling.  Never has been.  Music has been one of the 

primary gifts that God has given me to use in my calling to serve the church.  Like the Old 

Testament kings, David, Josiah, and Hezekiah, I have dedicated my life to the renewal and health 

of God’s people through revitalizing corporate worship. Music is still a part of my gifting.  But 

now, God has brought me to a place of more direct influence as lead pastor, utilizing my gifts of 

teaching, preaching, and leadership.  My passion and calling is, and always has been, for the 

glory of God through the renewal of the church.  

 

Opportunity and Direction in Corporate Worship 

Sometimes, in our desire to deal with immediate challenges, we don’t see the opportunities that 

are in within our grasp.  We are a church that has survived a difficult trial with the painful split 

that happened two years ago.  Through it all, we have become strengthened in our lay leadership 

and our love and devotion to one another.  We are a friendly church.  Guests of all ages who visit 

us consistently remark that we welcome them and embrace them freely.  We are a generally 

happy group who love to be together.  It’s usually forty-five minutes after the service is over that 

I’m chasing the last group out so I can beat the Lutherans to the buffet!  Those are all dynamics 

to celebrate.   

 

We are also a church with healthy representations of five different generations who view life, 

including how we should worship, differently.  There are a few remaining in the Builders 

generation, those who were born before 1925 and were old enough to fight in WWII or work in 

the factories.  We have a large group of what is called “the Silent Generation,” born between 

1925 and 1942.  Boomers, my generation, were born between 1943 and 1960.  The members of 

the so-called “Gen X Generation” were born between 1961 and 1981 while the Millenials were 

born between 1982 and 2003.  The children born after 2003 have yet to be labeled and analyzed 

as a generation.   
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Understanding generations is important because the common experiences that they shared 

together in schooling, culture, and crisis shaped their outlook and values.  Of course, when we 

talk about generational characteristics, we have to make broad assumptions and general 

statements.  Each person is unique.  There are always exceptions.  But in general, when it comes 

to worship preferences
2
 

 

 Builders have a strong preference for traditional music and forms.  Praise and Worship 

music with their utilization of drums and guitars is too strongly associated with Rock and 

Roll music, the music of rebellion they had to endure with their Boomer children. 

Understandably, they tended to be very resistant to the newer forms of worship music in 

the last thirty years.  

 The Silent Generation generally prefers traditional music and worship forms; but they 

are more adaptable than Builders, especially if they believe newer forms will help keep 

their children and grandchildren connected with the church.  

 Boomers brought Praise and Worship into the church and generally believe that the only 

way to grow a church is to have contemporary music.  

 Gen Xers don’t necessarily buy into the Boomer mentality on worship.  They like 

contemporary worship songs but they also are interested in early, mystical, and liturgical 

church practices.  They have been especially creative in merging ancient forms with 

cutting edge technology and culture.  

 Millenials embrace a diversity and blend of styles, ranging from traditional, 

contemporary, and mystical or liturgical forms.  Interestingly, some evangelical 

Millenials have changed their church affiliation to those with historical liturgical 

expressions, like Catholics, Anglicans, Lutherans, and Orthodox. 

 

Wow!  And we have all five in our church!  In the last fifteen years, it has become a popular 

methodology in planting and growing churches to target one generation and craft your ministry 

strategy accordingly.  Really?  REALLY?   

 

Young men and maidens,  

Old men and children. 

Let them all praise the name of the Lord. 

For his name is very great; 

His glory towers over the earth and heaven!  

     Psalm 148:12, 13  

 

These are the commands, decrees and laws the LORD your God directed me to teach you 

to observe in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to possess, so that you, your 

children and their children after them may fear the LORD your God as long as you 

live by keeping all his decrees and commands that I give you, and so that you may enjoy 

long life. 

        Deuteronomy 6:1-2 

 

                                                      
2
 Holly Catterton Allen and Christine Lawton Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation:  Brining the Whole 

Church Together in Ministry, Community and Worship. (Downers Grove:  Intervarsity Press, 2012), 151-153. 
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For too long, we have been 

sold a pot of cultural 

accommodation stew in 

exchange for the church’s 

birthright of discipleship 

passed on through the 

generations.  

Teach the older men to be temperate, worthy of respect, self-controlled, and sound in 

faith, in love and in endurance. 

Likewise, teach the older women to be reverent in the way they live, not to be 

slanderers or addicted to much wine, but to teach what is good.  Then they can urge the 

younger women…Similarly, encourage the young men to be self-controlled.  

Titus 2:2-6 

Intergenerational ministry is the biblical norm.  For 

too long, we have been sold a pot of cultural 

accommodation stew in exchange for the church’s 

birthright of discipleship passed on through the 

generations.  

And we have all the generations here at First Baptist.  

Even better, we generally really even like each other.  

It won’t be easy.  But I believe the results will be 

lasting and most pleasing to the Lord.  It will take 

real vision and intentionality, but I believe we can 

become a dynamic church of intergenerational 

discipleship.  And it starts with the one thing that we most often do together:  corporate worship 

in the Sunday morning service.    

Vision and Direction in Sunday Morning Worship 

We’ve been together now for over six months.  It’s time to set a clear direction in our worship.  

It’s time to make the vision clear.   

 

First, we need to embrace the new understanding that music does not serve to prepare the hearts 

of the people to hear the sermon, but rather serves as a vehicle for the congregation to directly 

engage with God.    

 

Worship is engaging with God.  It is not a program.  It is a relational dialogue between God and 

us.   Every element in the worship service should be a carrier of the worship conversation 

consisting of revelation from God and response by his people.  We will continue to craft and lead 

our worship services with that understanding.    

 

Second, because of the rich heritage of our church and the participation of so many generations, 

our musical language on Sunday mornings will be blended, weighted to contemporary praise 

and worship.  We want to stay rooted and connected to our heritage, so we will sing hymns with 

the piano and organ.  But we must lean into the future in order to resonate with our children and 

grandchildren.  Contemporary praise and worship is the primary musical language for three out 

of the five generations in our church.  When appropriate, we may even experiment with older 

liturgical forms and learn from the Millenials, like we did this morning with St. Patrick’s 

Breastplate Prayer.  Sunday evenings will continue to feature gospel hymns from the hymnal.   
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This vision statement for worship does not represent a new direction.  It merely affirms what we 

have been doing in the last six months.  It clarifies the direction we will take to leverage the great 

opportunity that is before us.   

 

We’re All in This Together 

Friends, I have a long history in the battle over musical styles.  I’m war-weary; not from my 

experience here, but from a lifetime of struggle, often times because worship direction would not 

be clearly defined.  I do not want us to go down that pathway of distraction.  We have an 

opportunity to be a very dynamic intergenerational church.  But we have to agree on our worship 

direction. I have vetted this worship vision with the deacons and they are fully supportive of the 

direction and the timing of this message.   

 

I love being your pastor. 

I will listen to you. 

I will always love you. 

But I will lead. 

 

If you think things could be better in the worship service, come and talk with me.  If you think 

we shouldn’t do something or we should add something, let me know.  But if you tend to 

grumble, put it away.  It doesn’t please the Lord and it is divisive.  It’s sin. And I am bound 

before God as your pastor, along with the church’s leadership, by Scripture to deal with those 

who are divisive.  And put away the tally sheet on how many hymns or choruses we may sing on 

a given Sunday morning.  During Advent, we didn’t have a band.  Our worship leader had just 

left and Christmas carols work well with piano and organ.  So we were pretty traditional during 

that season.  Next week, Knute is taking most of the band on a ski trip, so we’ll be pretty 

traditional for Palm Sunday.  That’s OK.  From time to time, there may only be one hymn.  

We’re blended, but we’re not going to be the same every week.  So relax…and put the weekly 

score sheet away.   

   

Closing 

I’m excited about the future potential of First Baptist.  With so many churches accommodating 

to modern cultural methods, including generational ghettos, we have the opportunity to be 

counter-cultural and biblical by loving each other, embracing and enjoying our diversity.  But it 

takes commitment by each person to what we are trying to do together.  We began this message 

looking at the impact of the leadership and vision of a great football coach.   I think Lombardi’s 

wisdom in teamwork can be really helpful to us in our efforts at worshipping together:  

“Individual commitment to a group effort – that is what makes a team work, a company work, a 

society work, a civilization work.”  And I would add, “a church work.”  The Lombardi quote is 

not Scripture, but it’s biblical.   

 

That God’s name might be known and honored through us; that he might rule in all of our 

hearts; and his will be accomplished our church, let us worship together with one voice. 
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Closing Hymn – We Are God’s People #669   
 

We are God's people, the chosen of the Lord, 

Born of His Spirit, established by His Word; 

Our cornerstone is Christ alone, 

And strong in Him we stand: 

O let us live transparently 

And walk heart to heart and hand in hand. 
 

We are God’s loved ones, the Bride of Christ our Lord, 

For we have known it, the love of God outpoured; 

Now let us learn how to return 

The gift of love once given: 

O let us share each joy and care, 

And live with a zeal that pleases Heaven. 

We are the Body of which the Lord is Head, 

Called to obey Him, now risen from the dead; 

He wills us be a family, 

Diverse yet truly one: 

O let us give our gifts to God, 

And so shall his work on earth be done. 

We are a temple, the Spirit’s dwelling place, 

Formed in great weakness, a cup to hold God’s grace; 

We die alone, for on its own 

Each ember loses fire: 

Yet joined in one the flame burns on 

To give warmth and light, and to inspire. 

      Bryan Jeffrey Leech 
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A House Divided 
Reflections on Contemporary and Traditional Services 

In One Church 

Pastor Bob Myers 

 

It’s a conviction that I feel deep in my gut.  And it’s been fermenting there for over ten years.  A 

worship service driven by style fosters its own identity.   Churches that offer multiple services 

based on style are a divided house.  They are, in fact, separate congregations.   

 

I have served three churches that embraced that model.  In my last church, I was hired because I 

have the background and skills to do both contemporary and traditional styles well. I was 

fortunate to spend my formative years in Southern California, the vortex of contemporary praise 

and worship’s early development.  Jesus People music, the forerunner of today’s praise and 

worship genre, was my musical language during my high school and college years.  I’ve 

followed its development since that time.  I also spent my childhood in a Baptist home where my 

family was deeply involved every time the church doors were open.  I know gospel hymns.  I 

learned classic hymnody with the undergraduate music degree I received from Biola University, 

completing my musical palate.  I value all the styles of American evangelical song.  I count 

myself fortunate.   

 

Perhaps it is because my stylistic appreciation is so broad that I have always resisted limiting a 

worship service to one particular preference.  I deeply value both traditional and contemporary 

styles for their own intrinsic worth.  Why withhold all the wonderful gifts that are available to 

us?  Or at least, that has been my thinking. 

 

In the last ten years or so, however, my aversion to stylistically driven services has focused more 

on the nature of the church rather than musical issues. I wonder if the writer of the Corinthian 

epistles wouldn’t be appalled by what we do if he were to visit many of our modern American 

evangelical churches: 

 

I have a serious concern to bring up with you, my friends, using the authority of Jesus, 

our Master. I'll put it as urgently as I can: You must get along with each other. You must 

learn to be considerate of one another, cultivating a life in common. 

  

I bring this up because some from Chloe's family brought a most disturbing report to my 

attention—that you're fighting among yourselves! I'll tell you exactly what I was told: 

You're all picking sides, going around saying, "I like contemporary Praise and Worship," 

or "I only sing the hymns," or "I hate organ music," or "Drums are an abomination in the 

church."  

 

I ask you, “Does Christ only have one worship style that he prefers?”  Is praise and 

worship the only way to worship God?  Will hymns save your soul? 

 

…right now, friends, I'm completely frustrated by your unspiritual dealings with each 

other and with God. You're acting like infants in relation to Christ, capable of nothing 

much more than nursing at the breast. Well, then, I'll nurse you since you don't seem 
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“Does Christ only have 

one worship style he 

prefers?  Is praise and 

worship the only way to 

worship God?  Will 

hymns save your soul?” 

capable of anything more. As long as you grab for what makes you feel good or makes 

you look important, are you really much different than a babe at the breast, content only 

when everything's going your way? When one of you says, "I can only worship with 

contemporary praise and worship," and another says, "Nothing but hymns on the piano 

and organ," aren't you being totally infantile? 

 

Adapted from The Message, I Corinthians 1:10-13, 3:1-4. 

 

In his essay, Beyond Denominationalism, pastor of 

worship, Dave Leeman lists four compelling arguments 

against having separate services driven by worship style 

in a local church.  Leeman’s first objection focuses on 

the loss of unity and family oneness within a church 

body that inevitably happens when different services are 

driven by worship style.  This problem was as evident in 

my last position as to be the proverbial “elephant in the 

room.”  I’ve served other churches that had different 

stylistically-driven services where the division was not 

felt quite so deeply.  In each of those settings, one 

service completely dominated the other in attendance and resources as to make the less popular 

service almost inconsequential.  There was very little hue and cry about division in the church.  

That is, until a significant vote was called and it became evident that values and cultures were so 

distinct between the two services that it was impossible to gain consensus on significant 

decisions before the church.  But in my last setting, both services were nearly equal in attendance 

and required resources.  The loss of unity and fellowship between the service constituencies was 

deeply felt. 

 

In that church, we were trying to find all kinds of ways of solving our problem without really 

addressing it.  The most significant disconnection was the loss of fellowship between 

generations.  The older people who made up over 80% of our traditional service missed 

connecting with children and families.  Though rarely expressed, many young families missed 

interacting with seniors.  Because sustaining two distinct services was not questioned, we 

wrestled with these issues: 

 

 We had significant time issues.  Our services required seventy five minutes to incorporate 

all that we needed and still have a thirty minute sermon.  Our traditional service started at 

8:45 and many of our seniors could not come earlier because of health limitations.  

Preparation and transportation requires more time for them.  Our second service people 

expected to be dismissed by noon or 12:15 at the very latest.  We also had an education 

hour in the middle.  The solution being lobbied to the staff involved running concurrent 

worship services and video streaming the message.  The expertise, equipment, and 

administration required to do this model well was very significant. Many felt that a video 

stream of the message would not be well-received.  Of course, we could put the 

traditional service at the later hour and start the contemporary service at 8:30, but that 

option was not been put forward.  Young families would struggle to get their children 

here early.  No one wants to give.  The “jury was out” on this proposal when I resigned. 



12 

 

© 2013 BMyers 

 

When we divide into services based 

on preference we deprive ourselves 

of the opportunity to model Christ-

like and countercultural love to the 

world.  Can we not sing the songs 

we don’t like because we love the 

people who do like them? 

 

 The staff was trying to come up with creative ways to structure interaction between the 

generations.  The only idea that generated some interest in discussion was a mentoring 

program.  It seemed sad to me that what should be natural in the family of God has to be 

programmed.  I was not optimistic that it could succeed.   

 

In addition to the loss of unity, generational interaction and family oneness, Leeman points out 

that the Christian virtues of patience, forbearance and tolerance are sidestepped when services 

based on personal preferences are pursued.  Of all the reasons to oppose the stylistic model, this 

one may be the most compelling.  We might as well take a knife and excise the offending 

passages out of the New Testament: 

 

 Be humble and gentle.  Be patient with each other, making allowance for each other’s 

faults because of your love.  Always keep yourselves united in the Holy Spirit, and bind 

yourselves together with peace (Eph. 4:2-3 NLT). 

 Don’t just pretend that you love others.  Really love them.  Hate what is wrong.  Stand on 

the side of the good.  Love each other with genuine affection, and take delight in 

honoring each other (Romans 12:9-10). 

 My prayer for all of them is that they will be one, just as you and I are one, Father – that 

just as you are in me and I am in you, so they will be in us, and the world will believe you 

sent me (John 17:21). 

 

When we divide into services based on preference we deprive ourselves of the opportunity to 

model Christ-like and countercultural love to the world.  Can we not sing the songs we don’t like 

because we love the people who do like them? 

 

I believe most evangelicals would affirm the purpose of corporate worship is to glorify God.  

Unfortunately, I cannot assert “all” evangelicals believe that.  Pragmatism, passion for the lost, 

and the emergence of “seeker services” have clouded our understanding of what should happen 

when we gather for worship.  When we give so much attention to style we confuse and diminish 

the purpose of corporate worship by focusing on culture rather than the transcendent glory of 

God.  If the emphasis of our worship is primarily aimed at satisfying people rather than engaging 

with God, we have crossed a dangerous line.  Temple worship in Jesus’ day was “seeker-

sensitive,” accommodating the needs of people by allowing vendors into the courtyard to provide 

the required animal sacrifices.  Our Lord’s 

violent reaction to their man-centered 

focus should be instructive for us (Mark 

11:15-17). 

 

 I have observed another very serious sin 

that can emerge in our churches when we 

focus so intently on worship style.  Pastor 

Mike Pilavachi of Soul Survivor in 

England confronted the apathy and idolatry 

in his church by shutting off the sound 

system and giving the band a leave of 



13 

 

© 2013 BMyers 

 

A congregation is enriched 

when it recognizes the value of 

both sides of the [stylistic] 

spectrum and employs each in 

its worship language. 

absence.  Matt Redman’s song, The Heart of Worship was birthed out of that experience.   

 

When the music fades and all is stripped away, 

And I simply come longing just to bring 

Something that’s of worth that will bless Your heart. 

I’ll bring you more than a song, 

For a song in itself is not what you have required. 

You search much deeper within through the way things appear; 

You’re looking into my heart. 

I’m coming back to the heart of worship. 

I’m sorry for the thing that I’ve made it,  

When it’s all about You, Jesus.  

 

It doesn’t matter whether it’s the band, the organ, the choir or the preacher.  I have observed this 

ironic idolatry in every church I’ve served.  We are prone to making gods out of the very things 

that should bring us to the feet of the only One truly worthy of our worship.   

 

Leeman levels his final critique at the inevitable impoverishment of congregations who follow 

any extreme approach in their worship style.  Worship styles are cultural expressions.  Culture is 

not value neutral, but rather carries both intrinsic worth and liability.  Congregations who have 

hardened their practice around a particular worship style needlessly and unnecessarily deprive 

themselves of the richness of other expressions.  Classic hymns, by their very nature, carry rich 

and compact theology that is effective in forming deep theological understanding in those who 

sing them.  “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another 

with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” (Colossians 3:16).  Conversely, contemporary praise 

and worship songs spark our emotions and offer a conduit of worship that engages the heart.  Of 

course, I am speaking in generalities and highlighting the strengths of both genres.  Hymns can 

resonate emotionally and praise and worship carries content.  Even so, a congregation is enriched 

when it recognizes the value of both sides of the spectrum and employs each in its worship 

language.  

 

In the last several years, thoughtful church 

leaders have begun to recognize that American 

evangelicals have accommodated to our culture 

and promoted a consumer-driven faith.  We have 

done it by preaching to felt needs, programming 

a smorgasbord of ministries, and intentionally 

employing business and marketing techniques to 

attract the religious consumer.  Offering services 

designed to satisfy musical taste continues to be 

an almost unquestioned strategy in gaining more market share of worshippers.  As a result, our 

churches are immature, filled with selfish people embracing a prostituted gospel that promises 

self-fulfillment, good feelings, and a place in heaven when we die.  American evangelicalism is 

losing the battle against an increasingly hostile culture.  If we are to prevail, we need to be truly 

counter-cultural.  A good place to start would be rethinking the consumer-driven brand of faith 

we are promoting. 
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Having different services 

based on stylistic 

preference is the easy way 

to deal with worship- 

related tensions.  But it 

bypasses the messiness 

and mandate of biblical 

“koinonia.”  

  

The early years of my career coincided with the emergence of the praise and worship movement.  

In the late seventies and early eighties many evangelical churches struggled to incorporate 

contemporary praise and worship songs into their services.  If my experience was typical, such 

innovation usually ignited a firestorm of contention between those who advocated for traditional 

hymns and those who desired the freshness of the new genre.  Several new churches and 

movements arose and flourished with contemporary praise and worship songs as their exclusive 

musical language.  Church growth proponents advised pastors to transition to the new music if 

they wanted their church to grow.  According to them, hymnals, choirs, and organs were passé.  

And if the older people objected, don’t worry; they’ll be gone soon.  After all, the future of the 

church is with the young, not the old.  (I heard statements like that many times in conferences 

that I attended during that period.)  If you couldn’t get the traditionalists to go along, establish a 

contemporary service.  It will soon outgrow the traditional one, making it irrelevant.   

 

I was amazed at how many pastors would heed the advice of so called “church growth experts” 

who seemed to possess an abundance of marketing savvy but no biblically formed ecclesiology 

or worship philosophy. About that same time, author Anne Ortland countered with this advice: 

 

Make your services identical so there will be a wide spread of ages in each service…give 

them the feeling when it’s all over that they grumbled and endured together, but they saw 

some glory together, too.  Together they all lost some of the old; together they all gained 

some of the new; but they were a Body together – conservatives and progressives 

struggling to put it together – together!  After all, every car must have both gas and 

brakes (Up With Worship, Regal Books, 1975, p. 9-10).  

 

Having different services based on stylistic preference is the easy way to deal with worship 

related tensions.  But it bypasses the messiness and mandate of biblical koinonia.  Pulling a 

church back from a consumer-oriented worship approach would take conviction, bold and 

informed leadership.  Most likely, any church today that moved away from a multiple service 

model would lose a significant number of consumer worshippers along the way.  Such a loss 

would be a tough pill to swallow for most churches which are perpetually financially challenged.  

But the long term gain in maturity and spiritual formation of the congregation would surely be 

worth it. 

   

Leading a church away from a consumer-driven 

approach to worship requires a conviction that the 

methodology is deeply flawed and boldness to face the 

inevitable fallout.  Most senior pastors that I have known 

are not equipped to take that challenge on.   At best, 

most of them have only had one course in worship 

during their seminary training.  Consequently, much of 

their worship philosophy will then be formed by 

experience and reading popular ministry methods.  It is 

not surprising, then, that most pastors who lead churches 

offering multiple services with different worship styles 

are averse to changing the status quo.  I know.  I’ve 
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worked for three and none of them shared my convictions.  In all fairness, I also didn’t bear the 

same level of leadership burden that they carried.  

 

I admit: I’m an idealist.  I believe the American evangelical church is in critical need of renewal 

and phasing out style-driven services would be a good place to start.  But I’m not optimistic it 

will happen any time soon.  We’ve been sold a bill of goods in modern methodology and it 

hasn’t yet fully run its course.  But there are harbingers of hope from time to time.  A quick 

Google search will bring up several articles or blogs discussing this issue.  More and more 

respected church leaders and authors are beginning to question our methodology.   

 

If a local church is unable to bring its worship together into one expression, it may be 

advantageous to admit that it has fostered two congregations and minister accordingly.  At least 

it would be more honest.  To deny the reality of separate congregations requires that we devalue 

the community-forming power of common expression, place, and experience.   

 

 


