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Presbyterian Worship 
 

This Sunday will be different from other Sundays in that I will not be preaching from a 

particular book. We have completed the Book of Joshua and next week we will begin with the 

Book of Mark. For this Sunday, I would like to take some time to look at what constitutes 

Presbyterian Worship so that every week when we come together for corporate worship, we can 

appreciate why we do what we do and in so doing, we can offer our worship to God in a manner 

that will be pleasing to Him. The order of a Sunday worship service in a Presbyterian church is 

determined by the pastors and the Session members. The Session constitutes the church's 

governing body. Being Presbyterian is about doing things “decently” and “in order”. That is why 

we have an order of worship, something which we follow and it is predictable in that we know 

what is coming next. Some people may protest that such an order can degenerate into a routine 

which we mindlessly go through. Such a criticism is valid. That is why we want to spend some 

time to explain the various movements in the worship service order so that it will not degenerate 

into a mere ritual for all of us.  

Let us begin with the layout of the furniture within the sanctuary. What do we have here? 

Pews, Baptism Font, Communion table, a stand for the Bible and of course the Pulpit. All the 

pews face towards the pulpit. The pulpit is placed at the centre of the platform to signify the 

centrality of God’s Word in our worship as well as in our lives. We have an added visual add – 

we prominently display a big Bible here to remind us once again of the importance of God’s 

Word. There are two more pieces of furniture – the Baptism font and the Communion table. The 

Protestant Church only observes two sacraments: Baptism and the Lord's Supper. These are 

visual signs of God’s grace. The baptismal font is used during baptism, which is the rite of entry 

into church membership. The communion table represents the fellowship enjoyed by all 
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Christians and achieved through the death of Christ. He gathered with his disciples around such a 

table on the night before his crucifixion and shared a final supper with them. The words "Do this 

in remembrance of me" are often inscribed on the table. There is nothing much you can see here. 

This platform is pretty plain. The simplicity of the furniture is to help us focus on the central call 

of the congregation: the reading and preaching of the Word and the right administration of the 

Sacraments. That is also why when we ordained pastors into ministry; they are ordained as 

Ministers of Word and Sacrament. You will usually see a cross on the wall. Sometimes a very 

simple wooden cross while in our church we have a stained glass. The cross will never contain 

an image of Jesus. As the resurrection is the most central fact in Christian teaching, the cross is 

always displayed as an empty one.  

[Lately, we have introduced different colours to depict the different seasons in the church 

calendar. The colours of the communion table cloth, the lectern cloth and even the flowers have 

been coordinated. Sometimes, we may even have big banners with appropriate designs to help 

accentuate the significance of that particular season.] This section was not in the original sermon.  

We now move from architecture to what we do during the worship service. Altogether 

there are four movements in our order of service and the movements are progressive: Gathering 

of God’s people, Proclaiming God’s Word, our Response to the hearing of God’s Word, and 

Sending forth God’s people into the world.  

GATHERING 

Usually a worship service will start with the Call to worship. But in our case, we start with 

the Entry of the Word after which the big Bible is being placed right in front of the sanctuary to 

remind us once again that we are to order our faith, our life, and of course, our worship 

according to the Word which is God breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and 
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training in righteousness. The Call to Worship serves as an invitation extended by God to His 

people. It serves to draw peoples’ attention to the presence of God and the purpose of the 

gathering, which is to worship Him. The WL will usually pick a reading from the Psalms. 

Sometimes, the choir may sing a song and the invitation is extended through the song. Although 

the WL or the choir may be leading us, we should see it as God extending the invitation to us 

through his servants. If God our creator is issuing the invitation, how can we not come? Since the 

purpose of the Call to Worship is to draw peoples’ attention to the presence of God, the focus is 

on who God is and what God has done – the attributes of God and the actions of God. (Refer to 

Ps 95) We are thus reminded that our worship centers in God and not in ourselves. Worship is 

primarily about God and not about ourselves! Knowing that we are coming before an Almighty 

God to worship him should “still” our heavy and restless hearts.  

If God has invited us into his presence, we want to acknowledge who this God is through our 

prayer of praise and adoration. We praise God for who he is and we thank him for what he 

has done. With reference to Psalm 95, we praise him because he is the Rock of our salvation. We 

give him our adoration because he is a great God and he is the King above all gods. We thank 

him for creating the world; we thank him for creating us, and for leading and protecting us like 

the flock under his care. We thank him for sending Jesus into the world to die on the cross for 

our sins. Thus, we not only thank him for creating us, we also thank him for redeeming us. This 

prayer will call upon God to manifest his glory and receive our praise and adoration. A sense of 

awe and wonder should characterise the prayer.  

When there is a focus on God’s majesty and holiness, the Holy Spirit will prompt the 

congregation to go into a time of confession of sins. The more we know about God, the more 

inadequate we ought to feel about ourselves. God is holy. We on the other hand are sinful. But 
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God is merciful too. We therefore come before him to confess our sins. Since it is corporate 

worship, the confession of sins must be general and communal in nature. There is a place for 

confessing personal guilt but only in silent prayers. Often times, the WL will pause for us to 

individually confess our sins to God. As an attempt to clear doubts in the mind and hearts of 

worshippers, a promise of forgiveness from Scriptures is being read out, e.g. 1 Jn 1:9. Our 

worship will not be acceptable to God if we harbour sin in our hearts. Some churches do not 

have a prayer of confession because they assume that people will confess on their own before 

they come to church. We should confess our sins as and when the Spirit prompts us, but we 

cannot make the assumption that everyone knows what to do, so an opportunity must still be 

given for people to confess their sins during corporate worship. Once we have settled our sins 

with the Lord, and we want to do this right at the start of the service, we can enter into a time of 

praise and adoration without any hindrance.  

PROCLAIMING THE WORD 

When our hearts and minds are set right before God and attune to his Spirit, we are now 

ready to hear what God has to say to us through the Scripture Reading and Sermon. If God has 

invited us into his presence, surely he wants to speak to us. He wants to reveal his will to us. 

Besides the Scripture Reading and Sermon, we have the recitation of the memory verse for the 

month. All the memory verses are taken from the particular book that we are covering, so for this 

month we are memorising a verse from the Book of Mark. God can speak to us through the 

memory verse and it is good to be able to hide God’s Word in our hearts that we might not sin 

against him. The Scripture Reading is usually taken from the other testament aside from the 

preaching text. If we are preaching on the Book of Mark, which is from NT, the Scripture 

Reading is taken from the OT. The preaching of the Word of God is the climax of the service.  
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THE SERMON is based on Scriptures and is expository. It means that we will consider the 

historical and social contexts of the passage. We will try and understand what the passage means 

for the people of those days and how it can be relevant for the people of this day and age. There 

should be a systematic way of expositing the Bible over time so that the congregation is taught 

the whole counsel of God. So if you have been long enough in True Way, we have been 

alternating the preaching between the OT and NT. First time this year, we preach from both the 

OT and NT. We refrain from haphazard topical preaching. Today is considered topical preaching 

but it is not haphazardly done. We intentionally do this to help you appreciate Presbyterian 

worship before we embark on the next book. The other time we have topical preaching is during 

Missions month where it can still be expository, but topical. There is usually a hymn to prepare 

us for hearing the sermon. It is either a generic hymn like “Open my eyes that I may see” or a 

hymn whose theme/focus is similar to that of the sermon. Before the speaker delivers the sermon, 

he would pray a prayer of illumination, inviting the Spirit of God to give us understanding. The 

God who inspires the writing of Scriptures through the Holy Spirit will by the same Spirit 

illumines our minds and speaks to our hearts. The God who acted in biblical history acts today. 

Through the Holy Spirit, Christ is present in the sermon, offering grace and calling for obedience. 

The proclamation of God's Word in Scripture and sermon invites a response of faith.   

The preaching of the Word will prepare us to receive the Sacraments of baptism and 

communion. The two Sacraments are the most vivid reenactment of the Gospel. They are 

considered as the visual proclamation of the Word. They are God’s Word being preached but 

in a dramatic way where all your senses are employed. There is the visual element where we can 

see the water, or the bread and the wine. There is the audio element because in the celebration of 

the Sacraments, we hear the Word of God being read since we can understand the significance 
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of the Sacraments only from Scriptures. Not only do we see and hear, we also get to feel the 

water being poured onto our heads, or we get to eat the bread and drink the wine and feel the 

warmth that the wine generates. It is a 4D experience! These Sacraments are given to us as a 

sign or a seal of God’s grace because they focus on the life, death and resurrection of our Lord 

Jesus Christ.  

Holy Baptism is a sign of the initiation by which we are received into the church and 

reckoned as children of God. We recognise that it is by grace that we have been extended this 

invitation to be included into God’s family. Baptism uses water and water is a cleansing agent. It 

is a sign that, in Christ, we have been cleansed from our sins. Through baptism we are united 

with Christ in his death and resurrection. (Rns 6.4-5) Churches practising immersion will 

portray this more vividly – the dying and the rising again, which also signifies being born again.  

The significance of baptism is not limited to the one being baptised. Those present, who have 

already been baptized, are reminded of their place in the covenant community, of God's claim 

on their lives, and of their dependence upon God's grace. 

Holy Communion uses bread and wine to represent the body and blood of Jesus Christ. 

The elements are a vivid reminder of what Christ has done for us to rescue us from the power of 

sin and death. The Catholics believe in transubstantiation which means that the bread is 

supernaturally being transformed into the body of Christ, and the wine into the blood of Christ. 

The worshippers believe that they are literally partaking of the body and blood of Christ. For 

Presbyterians, we do not subscribe to that. The bread and wine indicate to us the spiritual 

presence of Christ in this place as we celebrate the Lord’s Supper. While the meaning of Christ's 

sacrificial death is at the heart of this sacrament, it is the resurrected, living Christ whom we 

encounter through the bread and the wine. Through Holy Communion, we re-enact Calvary 



 7 

much as the Jews at Passover re-enact the Exodus. Even if you do not take communion, sit in 

your pews quietly and join in the recalling – passionate remembering and loving reflection 

resulting in concrete action. 

RESPONDING TO THE WORD 

 Intercessory Prayers encourage us to respond further to the hearing of God’s Word by 

turning our attention to the concerns of our neighbors – near or far, known or unknown. This 

time of prayer is a moment of solidarity with our brothers and sisters around the world, an 

opportunity to express to each other and to God our need to depend on each other and our wish 

to care– even when we feel helpless. The congregation prays for worldwide (church universal, 

different countries and the world as a whole) and local (the nation, the state, the local 

community) concerns. The congregation also prays for its own life and ministry (the local 

church, individuals who may be sick, struggling with their faith, or in the midst of transitions in 

life. Intercessory Prayers should come after the sermon because we must first learn to listen to 

God before we speak to him so that we can pray accordingly to his will.  

The Word will prepare our hearts to give. So the Offertory should also come after the 

hearing of the Word. The Christian life is marked by the offering of one’s self to God to be 

shaped, empowered, directed and changed by God. At this juncture of the worship service, we 

would have been reminded through the songs we sing or the Word that has been preached of the 

costly self-offering of our Lord Jesus Christ. In response to God’s love in Jesus we offer God 

our lives, our gifts, our abilities and our material goods for God’s service. The offering is given 

by the individual as a pledge that, at the same time, he is offering his whole life to the Lord. The 

offering is used to support the work of the Church. As we present the money to God, we express 

our commitment to the ministry of the church. The Doxology is sung, ascribing glory to God for 
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all the bountiful things he has blessed us with.  An offertory prayer is uttered and it is a prayer of 

thanksgiving as well as a prayer of dedication for God’s service.  

SENDING FORTH 

The Announcements may seem like a mundane element in the midst of worship. In some 

churches, they are given only after the worship service but we see that announcements can serve 

as a platform for us to put into practical actions our devotion to God and our love for one another 

even as we have been challenged to do so during the preaching of the Word. Through the 

announcements, we get to welcome newcomers, so that after the service we can approach them 

and continue to extend our hospitality to them. We get to share the joy of those who recently got 

married or those who have additions to the family. We extend our congratulations, we give gifts 

and we pray for them. We also get to share the pain of a bereaved family when condolences are 

announced. Thereafter, we visit them, we pray for them and we can write cards to encourage 

them. The announcements are not just for our information; they are for our action as well. Then 

there are announcements that highlight to us the different areas of needs in the church, appealing 

for our service, or different seminars available for our equipping. So don’t see announcements as 

a time for feeding us information but a platform for the outworking of our faith as we prepare to 

leave the sanctuary.  

Having heard what God has been doing and saying throughout the worship service, the 

congregation is ready to be sent into the world to serve God. The closing hymn should reflect a 

summary, a challenge or a commitment to live a Christian life. The benediction is a word of 

blessing offered by the minister, affirming God’s love and favour towards us as we go forward in 

service. The benediction is from the Lord. The pastor is the instrument through which the Lord 

pronounces his blessings. And the service concludes with a 3-fold Amen. 
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This four-movement is patterned after Isaiah 6:1-9. Isaiah was worshipping in the temple 

when God first revealed himself to him through a vision. In that vision, God allowed Isaiah to 

have a glimpse of His majesty and glory.  The angelic beings were flying and calling out to one 

another in praise and adoration: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is full of 

his glory.” (v3) After having a glimpse of the glory and holiness of God, he felt a desperate sense 

of his own sinfulness and this could be shown through the cry he made, “Woe to me! I am ruined! 

For I am a man of unclean lips and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen 

the King, the LORD Almighty.” (v5) This confession is followed by the assurance/declaration of 

forgiveness: “See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.” 

(v7). Then God’s Word is declared: “Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, ‘Whom shall I 

send? And who will go for us?’” (v8) The response of Isaiah, the worshipper, is: “Here am I. 

Send me!” (v8). Then God sends him off by saying: “Go…” (v9) So the four-movement that we 

have adopted finds its biblical basis here in this passage. 

I would like to make some concluding remarks about worship. First, worship is all about God. 

We worship him because he deserves it, period. If we go to a worship service and say that we are 

not ministered, we have missed the whole point of worship because worship is not about us. The 

post-modern generation is in danger of approaching worship as a sensational experience, with the 

pursuit of “feel good” factors through the ambience, songs, music, eloquence of the speaker, etc. 

Many Christians tend to think of a church as a kind of theatre: we sit in the audience, attentively 

watching the actors onstage. If sufficiently entertained, we show our gratitude with applause and 

cheer. The reverse will be criticisms and complaints! What matters most takes place within the 

hearts of the congregation, not among the ‘actors’ onstage. We should leave a worship service 

not asking ourselves “What did I get out of it” but rather “Was God pleased with my worship?” 
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Worship does not just refer to the time of singing. Worship takes place throughout all the four 

movements so it is important that we come punctually, or even early, so that we don’t feel so 

hurried, and we are there right at the beginning to listen to the Call to Worship and we are there 

right at the end to say, “Yes! Yes! Yes!” (3-fold Amen) There are those who think that the 

sermon matters the most and so after the sermon, service for them has concluded and they take 

their leave. Looking at the 4 movements, we are only half way through after we have heard the 

proclamation of God’s Word! Ideally, after the service, we can stay behind and continue in a 

time of quiet meditation instead of rushing for the door. It will also be good for us to be mingling 

around and talking to people beside us and extending our warm hand of fellowship to newcomers. 

We have spent time worshipping the Lord. Our love for him should be renewed and what best 

way to manifest our love for God than to show love to one another. But worship should not be 

confined only to a 2-hr service. Worship is 24/7. Whatever we do during our time of Sunday 

worship should have an impact on how we live our lives for the rest of the week. We should be 

challenged and empowered to offer our bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God as 

we leave the sanctuary and are being sent into the world. If that is not the outcome, our Sunday 

worship is really futile. And if our week has been one where we are walking close to God and 

walking in obedience to his Word and where we are effective witnesses for him even when we 

are going through very difficult times, when we come together the following Sunday for worship, 

can you begin to imagine what kind of worship we will be able to offer to God? It will definitely 

not be the lethargic and self-seeking type. The way we worship God on a Sunday does reflect the 

kind of life we have been living for the past week! If we allow our Sunday worship to both affect 

and reflect the lives we live on the other days of the week, we can truly be able to live up to the 

chief purpose of our existence: “To glorify God and enjoy him forever.”  


