Setting Objectives for Worship

by James Tiefel

The ministry of the Christian Church is to proclaim the unchanging law of God and the saving gospel of his Son, Jesus Christ. This is how the Church carries out the Savior’s commission to “make disciples of all nations.” The ministry of the gospel is the Church’s only ministry. Everything the congregation does must be a part of this ministry or serve it in some authentic way.

But this ministry has various forms, and Scripture gives freedom to Christians to decide which forms will be carried out in an individual congregation or in a group of congregations. While all of these forms of public ministry have as their objective to proclaim law and gospel, each has unique goals as well.

The challenge for today’s congregational leaders is to identify the specific goals of each of its ministries and then to match them with the tools, methods, and forms that best serve the individual ministries. If leaders fail to do this, situations will surely arise where one ministry or another is not functioning as it could and ought to.

A case in point is public worship. Our society connects religion almost automatically and exclusively with public worship. “I go to church” tends to mean “I belong to a church.” “I belong to a church” usually means “I attend worship services.” Even many church members see public worship as almost the entire ministry of the congregation. It is not surprising, then, that some Christians expect public worship to carry the load of all the congregation’s ministries. Some feel that worship ought to be able to function as evangelism and education and discipline and counseling. When public worship begins to carry all those responsibilities, its own objectives and goals can hardly be met. It is just as likely that the goals of the other ministries will not be met either, when they are positioned within the context of worship.

Ministry Objectives Vary

The objective of outreach ministry is to present the word in such a way that the hearers gain a clear understanding of their sin and God’s love in Christ. Simplicity is essential in evangelism. The simple message of salvation is best proclaimed in an non-threatening situation and often within the context of friendship and familiarity.

In Christian education, parish leaders want to teach law and gospel in a way that the learner comes to learn and love the Savior and his word to an ever-expanding degree. Teachers will want to understand the basic principles of the teaching/learning process. They will establish a curriculum so that the knowledge of the students is always growing.

When a congregation sets out to practice Christian discipline, it instructs those they have given this ministry to present the word in such a way that the weak and erring see their specific sins, hear of God’s personal forgiveness, and find God’s specific promises that he will supply the power for life-changes. A personal approach is essential in this area of ministry, for the sake of both confrontation and absolution. 

The Christian counselor applies the law and the gospel with the objective of leading the counselee to know how God’s will speaks to his situation and that God’s love and power can solve every human problem. Careful listening and patient instruction are part of counseling. Counselors also require an ability to know when a psychological malady needs the assistance of a medical doctor or trained psychologist.

Worship’s Objectives

The congregation’s public worship also has the objective of proclaiming law and gospel, but it has other distinctive objectives as well. Worship aims to present a weekly review of the teachings of the Scripture that feed faith and foster the Christian life. Worship invites us to respond with all the gifts, both spiritual and physical, that God gives. The goals of receiving from God and responding to God are met in the context of the encouragement that is done from Christian to Christian.

Match Worship Content with Its Objectives

Parish leaders decide which ministries their congregation can assume and then use the tools, methods, and forms that best meet the goals of each ministry.

A sermon based on a church year Scripture lesson and a liturgical canticle are excellent forms for worship, given worship’s emphasis on the repetition of the life of Christ and its desire to touch both the head and the heart of the believer. Both certainly teach, but neither teaches as well as a lesson that includes class participation and visual aids.

A monetary offering and a hymn by Martin Luther are natural parts of worship, considering worship’s emphasis on the response of faith and desire for the continuity of the Church’s historic witness, but neither works very well to present the basic concepts of sin and grace to an unchurched person.

Overhead projectors and discussion questions are excellent teaching tools, but they may be clumsy in a large gathering of differing age groups with varying education backgrounds. And no one would dream of asking a husband during worship if he had been unfaithful to his wife while in counseling just that question might be asked.

Public worship stands as the preeminent activity of the Christian congregation, but it is not the only activity, and it ought not be perceived or arranged as though it were. The worship serves best when it fulfills its historical objective: the intellectual and emotional interaction between the Bridegroom and his Bride, between Christ and his church. Worship will be that when forms, ritual, ceremony and content are chosen with that objective in mind.
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