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PREFACE

WHAT IS WALLPAPER WORSHIP?

My earliest experiences in church music and Protestant 
worship were in US Air Force chapels. My fa-
ther was a trained Southern Baptist minister who 

became an active-duty air force chaplain when I was in first 
grade. Every three years, we were moved to a new duty station. 
We started out at Loring Air Force Base (AFB) in Maine. 
From there we moved to Spangdahlem AFB in Germany, 
then to Altus AFB in Oklahoma, Mountain Home AFB in 
Idaho, and the US Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs. 

There was usually a Catholic priest and five or six chaplains 
from various Protestant denominations at each base, and Dad 
served as one of those many chaplains while my mother as-
sumed the role of the choir director at the base chapel. This 
was where my earliest musical training was cultivated. I start-
ed piano lessons in second grade at Loring AFB. I taught my-
self to play guitar and ukulele in fourth grade at Spangdahlem 
AFB. I was entered into piano competitions in junior high 
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and sang pop songs with my guitar in school assemblies and 
musical theater productions at Altus AFB. In my senior year, 
I sang the bass solos in Handel’s Messiah and took piano les-
sons at Mountain Home AFB from a teacher who had been 
a concert pianist at a music conservatory in Athens, Greece. I 
also landed my first professional singing job there. I was the 
music entertainment at a local restaurant for three hours every 
Friday and Saturday night, which helped me save money for 
college. When I started, my dad asked if I had enough songs 
to last a weekend, so I made a list of all the songs I knew. I 
stopped at 375. I could’ve sung every weekend for months 
without one repeat. By that time, it was obvious to me, my 
family, and my friends that I was going to be a music major. 
So I left Mountain Home AFB for Oral Roberts University 
in Tulsa, Oklahoma and started my undergrad studies.

While I was earning my bachelor of music degree in sa-
cred music, I performed in pizza restaurants, hotel lounges, 
churches, the Elks lodge—anywhere someone invited me to 
provide entertainment. Sacred music and hymnology seemed 
like a weird specialty to me since most of my time was spent 
doing music that wasn’t sacred and my performances weren’t 
inside church buildings. As much as I appreciated my classi-
cal-based training by day, I really wanted to grab my guitar 
and head to Nashville, Music City USA, to write songs and 
become a recording artist. 

In the last semester of my senior year, a Nashville-based re-
cording artist named Gene Cotton performed on campus. He 
wasn’t a huge star, but I’d heard a couple of his songs on the 
radio and I was curious enough to attend his concert. Since 
I knew the students in charge of the event, I was able to get 
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backstage to chat with him. I explained that while I was earn-
ing my music degree, I was singing in churches, clubs, and 
restaurants around town trying to build a fan base. Some of 
my admirers were encouraging me to go to Las Vegas and 
perform in the casinos. Cotton looked at me and said, “That’s 
great advice if your dream is to be singing your heart out while 
people walk by and stare at you as they count their gambling 
chips. If you want to make wallpaper music, go to Las Vegas.” 
I didn’t want my music to be passively heard or completely 
ignored. So I took his advice. I never went to Las Vegas. 

Wallpaper music isn’t designed for serious listening or en-
gagement. Like the wallpaper that hangs in a living room, it 
exists to enhance the design of the surroundings. No mat-
ter the skill or sincerity of the musicians who perform it, 
wallpaper music serves a passive purpose and requires little  
participation from its listeners. When we are shopping at the 
supermarket, we are accompanied by background music pro-
duced to make us feel good as we spend money. When I am 
dining at my favorite Mexican restaurant, I am audibly trans-
ported to that country by the mariachi music playing through 
the sound system. When we walk into a dentist’s office, we 
are as nervous as an ant on a freeway until we are intentional-
ly calmed by the soothing sounds of smooth jazz. Wallpaper 
music is pleasant to the ear but it does little for the spirit. 

WALLPAPER MUSIC YIELDS WALLPAPER WORSHIP

My wife, Angela, and I were invited by friends to attend a 
worship service at one of the largest churches in the Denver 
area, where we live. After hearing about how different the 
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experience of this church’s worship style was for other people, 
we were curious: What new experience would we observe? We 
entered the main auditorium, a ten-thousand-seat arena with 
two-story-high video walls surrounding the stage and four 
stationary television cameras on floor platforms throughout 
the seats. The atmosphere was electric with anticipation. Sud-
denly, the house lights went down, the stage lights blinked, 
and the screens showed masterful camerawork by the video 
team. After taking their place on stage, the band began to 
play with precision and style. The musicians seemed to be very 
much engaged in what they were doing. I looked right, left, 
behind, and up to the balcony. About 80 percent of the peo-
ple were visibly disengaged from what was happening on the 
stage. Some were chatting in small groups; some were nestled 
into the theater-style seats sipping coffee. Most of those pres-
ent were merely standing on their feet watching the band play 
and sing. As sincere as the musicians seemed and as great as 
the music sounded, the people in the congregation were not 
connecting to the songs. It was painful to watch the musi-
cians playing their hearts out, mouthing meaningful lyrics to 
a crowd that was, for the most part, paying them no attention. 
I thought to myself: This looks just like Las Vegas.

Was this church different? From what I have witnessed as 
I travel the nation and the world visiting churches, Christian 
conference centers, and military chapel services, churchgoers 
are experiencing this wallpaper worship in congregations as 
large as ten thousand or as small as one hundred. Many across 
the landscape of present-day church leadership say that this 
kind of nonparticipatory experience is what the current culture 
demands. As well meaning as that explanation is, it ignores 
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the bigger picture. The issue is rooted in a fundamental point 
that what we have been calling worship may not be worship 
at all. The church has redefined worship to fit a cultural model 
instead of a biblical one, much to the ignorance of many new-
ly churched believers and the dismay of mature worshippers 
who have been around long enough to know the difference. 
This redefinition has evolved from a well-intentioned desire to 
connect with the surrounding culture in a relevant, contempo-
rary way. The challenge is to understand which components of 
worship we are compelled by the Scriptures to never change 
in a social culture that is constantly changing. 

I do not believe that what we had in the church seventy 
years ago should be considered the “golden age of worship.” 
As you will see in the pages ahead, wallpaper worship is not 
new. Early in its history, the church had eras of glorious wor-
ship followed by stumbles into passivity. Some of these peri-
ods lasted for hundreds of years until a groundswell movement 
helped the church find its voice again and begin to worship 
God in new ways that were alive in spirit and truth. If we fail 
to consider the historical context in which we inherited the 
practice of worship, we find ourselves vulnerable to repeating 
mistakes of the past, no matter how well we gift wrap those 
mistakes. I hope this book awakens our identity as corporate 
and individual worshippers and enlightens us about who we 
are: a privileged, powerful people who will not settle for pas-
sivity and passionately participate in all of our God-ordained 
activities, the first of which is worship.

 —Danny Byram
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INTRODUCTION

THIS IS A FOOTBALL

In 1959, Vince Lombardi became the new head coach 
of the Green Bay Packers. When he took the job, the 
team’s record said it all—they were losers. Assuming 

they had a desire to win, even though they had won only 
two of twelve seasons, the new coach concluded what they 
had been doing wasn’t leading them in a winning direction. 
It was up to him to earn their trust and lead them in a new 
direction. As he stood before them surveying their woe-
begone faces, he told his players that under his leadership, 
they were going to return to the fundamentals of the game. 
He picked up a football and gave what was to become the 
most famous quote in NFL history: “Gentlemen, . . . this is 
a football.”1 

Lombardi’s simple point that day was likely met with re-
luctance and cynicism. But he knew something that his play-
ers had long forgotten. Leadership is about guiding followers 
to a desired goal. That season, the Packers followed their new 
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coach on a journey that led them out of the loser’s column to 
become NFL champions. It was a journey into the fundamen-
tals of the game. It was a journey back to the basics.

HOW DID WE GET HERE?

Confronting the “Ghosts of Worship Past” helps to uncov-
er how we arrived at this current state of corporate worship. 
As we understand our history of worship, we more clearly see 
our present worship. Inevitably, this kind of reflection forces 
the question: “Why are we doing what we are doing the way 
we are doing it?” 

I believe we experience worship in cycles. Before the  
Reformation of the sixteenth century, those cycles turned 
slowly over several hundred years. In my lifetime alone, there 
have been movements and cycles that have changed how the 
church approaches its worship practices. From 1962–1965, the  
Catholic Church changed many of its centuries-old practices of 
worship through the ecumenical council referred to as Vatican 
II. One of those changes no longer required the Mass to be 
recited in Latin. Instead, it was spoken in vernacular language. 
Folk music styles were also incorporated into worship and used 
as liturgical music. The result was the folk mass, which became 
a precursor to the contemporized music in the Protestant tra-
ditions. By 1969, four years after Vatican II, the Jesus move-
ment started in Southern California. It changed not only the 
style of Protestant worship, but created churches that are still 
leading the contemporary worship movement into the twen-
ty-first century. There have been other movements before and 
since: the Great Awakenings, the D.L. Moody Crusades, the 
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Billy Graham Crusades, Promise Keepers. Even with a simple 
cursory observation over my own lifetime, one can reach the 
conclusion that we tend to experience worship cycles not every 
few hundred years as in ancient times, but every fifty to seventy 
years and now as quickly as twenty-five to thirty years. 

Since societal change is faster now, the cycles are shorter, 
starting and restarting before one generation has moved on. As 
we examine these cycles, it may be surprising to see where we 
are now in the early portion of the twenty-first century. A new 
normal has been established in the Western church. It has very 
little relation to whether rock music or traditional hymns are 
used in worship services. It does not matter whether your church 
uses a rhythm section or a pipe organ. It has nothing to do with 
liturgical elements or if a church meets in a remodeled bowl-
ing alley or a five hundred-year-old cathedral. The new normal 
is this: Many of our worship gatherings have become passive 
activities that often are akin to attending a motivational sem-
inar, a ticketed concert, or watching a TV reality show. Those 
provide a vicarious experience for the viewer. The downbeat is 
hit, the program begins, the adrenaline starts, and suddenly we 
become observers transported into someone else’s world. Many 
churchgoers in today’s church market are experiencing worship 
in a similar way. Are we designing and executing our services to 
encourage passive observation? Do we think this is what con-
gregants want? More importantly, is this what they need?

WHY THIS BOOK? 

As someone who has led, performed, preached, and pro-
duced in NFL stadiums and NBA arenas, makeshift chapels 
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and US combat zones, I can attest—as many others can—that 
real worship is participatory. It has little to do with the location 
of the service, size of the crowd, comfort of culture, style of 
music, availability of gear, or whether the latest songs are used. 

This book is the core curriculum of what I have taught in 
my worship workshops around the world since 1999. Getting 
back to the fundamentals of biblical Christian worship will 
help us to achieve corporate worship experiences that are ful-
ly participatory and spiritually powerful. In my touring and 
teaching over the past thirty years as a musician and minister, 
I have observed believers genuinely excited about worship as 
they understand it. What birthed the curriculum of my wor-
ship workshops was the lack of understanding of a biblical 
perspective on worship in contemporary, traditional, and even 
liturgical contexts. 

There is an old phrase that parodies the Seven Last Words 
of Christ. It is called the Seven Last Words of the Church and 
they are: We’ve never done it this way before. Whether you are 
a leader, elder, deacon, pastor, musician, or lay volunteer, you 
may get excited about designing a new game plan and what it 
could mean for the people you lead and serve. You may get a 
vision of what is possible at a deeper level in your own life as a 
worshipper. I have learned in my own work as a leader, both in 
my ministry and in my marriage and family, that a good leader 
is wise. I have also learned to never act in isolation or reaction. 
As you read this book, share it with others in your community 
and see if they resonate with what is being put forward here. 
Remember, change is difficult. 

For Coach Lombardi, the destination was simple: Get the 
team to carry the ball over the goal line. They had the uniforms, 
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the equipment, the facilities, and the talent, but they were not 
reaching the goal. What they lacked was a leader who under-
stood how to create a new game plan that would harness their 
assets to lead the team to where they ultimately wanted to be. 
This book is about harnessing assets that belong exclusively to 
the church for the purpose of leading people into a powerful 
worship experience that is fully participatory, transforming, 
and powerful, regardless of the style, size, culture, or location. 
If your game plan isn’t working, it’s time to scrap it and get 
back to the basics of what worship is—and is not—and what 
it can be. So, ladies and gentlemen, “This is a football.”
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1
WORSHIP: A MAJOR AWARD

The perfect church service would be the one  
we were almost unaware of; our attention would have been on 

God. But every novelty prevents this.
—C.S. Lewis

Our family has a list of movies that have become “the 
Byram classics.” No matter how many times we 
watch them, they guarantee laughs for us and our 

guests. One of those movies is A Christmas Story,1 which fol-
lows the school and home misadventures of a ten-year-old boy 
named Ralphie during the holiday season in 1948 Indiana. 
Narrated by his adult self, the film marks Ralphie’s dreams of 
getting a BB gun for Christmas and the hints he drops to his 
distracted parents. 

One scene that is central to the story’s comedy is when 
Ralphie’s dad (the “old man”) arrives home from work an-
nouncing he has won “a major award” from a crossword puzzle 
contest and that it will arrive sometime that evening. 
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Later, as the family is having dinner, there is a knock at the 
door. They rush from the table and watch with anticipation as 
a large wooden crate is delivered. The old man manically pries 
open the wooden cover. And as he dives into the crate, send-
ing packing materials flying, he lifts out his “major award”: a 
lamp that is a replica of a woman’s leg, complete with a shade 
on top that looks like it came from an 1890s saloon.

Young Ralphie’s eyes bug out. His younger brother Randy’s 
mouth drops open. Their mother is horrified as she covers 
Randy’s eyes. But the old man’s face glows with pride and ex-
citement. It doesn’t matter to him what it looks like; it’s his 
major award! He quickly moves furniture, carefully positions 
the leg lamp in the front room window, plugs it in, and runs 
outside to admire the glow of his prize from the sidewalk. 
Just then a neighbor walks up slowly, staring in confusion. The 
neighbor asks the old man what that thing is in the window.  
The old man proudly announces that it is a major award. The 
neighbor squints his eyes and responds sheepishly, as if to say, 
Really? It looks like a lamp to me.

Since the word worship evokes images and meanings that 
were not linked to it as recently as a few decades ago, it’s easy 
to find ourselves staring at something in a church service that 
looks and sounds familiar, but is not completely recognizable. 
The people on stage are closing their eyes and are engaged 
in some kind of worshipful expression. If perchance the live 
sound is mixed favoring the vocalists, you might understand 
a few scriptural phrases. But why are so many congrega-
tion members leaving these religious gatherings feeling as if 
they missed something? They sound good. They sound right. 
We are told they are worship experiences. They are billed as 
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worship experiences. Yet I often hear reactions similar to the 
neighbor squinting and viewing the leg lamp in the window. 
“What is that?” a congregant asks. The reply: “It’s worship.” 
The response: “Really?”

WORSHIP REDEFINED

The American version of English has a reputation of be-
ing non-English English. That’s no more evident—and frus-
trating—than when you travel to London and need to find 
a restroom. To the English, you are looking for the loo. As  
Professor Henry Higgins sings in the musical theater clas-
sic, My Fair Lady: “There even are places where English com-
pletely disappears. In America, they haven’t used it for years!”2 
He’s quite right. Even words in our common language can 
have very different meanings. Over time, vernacular language 
becomes tired and submits to colloquialism. 

Another reason words or phrases receive new and adjusted 
meanings are because the new meaning can serve a larger pur-
pose when the populace catches on. Here are some examples:

WORD OLD MEANING NEW MEANING

Green A color Environmentally safe  
or friendly

Embezzlement A crime of stealing Misappropriation of funds

Gay A jovial mood Homosexual

Stream A flow of water A flow of electronic  
information

Thread Used to sew on a button A flow of electronic  
conversation

It The old man’s major award A gaudy leg lamp
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Webster’s American English Dictionary offers a concise defi-
nition of the word worship: “devotion to a deity.” It’s pretty 
simple and easy to understand. Yet worship has been redefined 
by our current Christian culture. I first heard the word used 
in the songwriting context in the late 1980s when a company 
called Hosanna! Integrity (now Integrity Inc.) began to pub-
lish and release cassette recordings of the musical portions of 
worship services. Because of their simple choruses, those short, 
repetitive songs had been previously known in the 1970s as 
“praise choruses” and eventually became familiar to listeners 
and musicians as “worship songs” because they were easy to 
follow, perform, and use in participative group singing. The 
song form itself has roots much further back than the 1980s.3 
Over time, the usage of the music came with a new usage of 
the word worship. When I was recording in Nashville in the 
early 1990s, the song style had become accepted and known as 
simply “praise and worship.” At one of my recording sessions, 
some of the studio musicians I hired to assist me asked, “Is 
your music P&W?” 

There are unspoken rules behind the current usage and 
meaning of the word worship. Inherent to those rules is the as-
sumption that anyone without that knowledge is out of touch.

Worship is a gathering of Christian people. 
Worship is the programmed flow of a service. 
Worship is the music portion of the service. 
Worship is a style of music.  
Worship is a song form within a style of music. 
Worship is a lifestyle. 
Worship is an emotion.
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 CONSIDER THE FOLLOWING EXAMPLES OF CURRENT 
WORSHIP PHRASEOLOGY. 

“Are you doing worship?”

“When will we sing worship 
songs?”

“You’ll do the worship portion of 
the service.”

“Make sure you do some praise 
and worship.”

“We loved your worship.”

“Did you like that worship?”

“Girl, you worship!”

This question is generally directed to (a) 
a person planning to attend a worship 
service or (b) a musician invited to play 
music in a church service.

This makes the distinction between hymns, 
instrumentals, and other styles.

A musician is being given instruction 
that their music will be played during 
segments in the service designated 
for music only, particularly group 
singing. 

The phrase “praise and worship” de-
notes a specific song form or repertoire, 
anything but a hymn or a solo piece.

A compliment I have personally 
received over the years. It means “we 
liked your song selections, the way you 
performed them, or the way we felt 
when you performed them.”

This is asked to determine if a person 
liked or disliked a set of songs (or a solo) 
used in a service. It is also a litmus test for 
judging a congregation’s musical taste.

A compliment directed to a friend who 
demonstratively participated in a wor-
ship service.

Some may quip, “I see. Sometimes, it’s simply about using 
the word worship in place of the word music. What’s the big 
deal?” Oh, if it were that simple. There are at least a dozen pos-
sible ways worship can be used in the above examples. All of 
them create nuances that may or may not be consistent with 
each other. In other words, you may choose to scramble, fry, 
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poach, or throw an egg, but it is always an egg. Not so with 
worship. This diversity of use and nuance is risky because: 

1. It fails to ensure what is being transmitted or what is being 
received.

2. The interpretation is completely subjective to the moment, 
the context, or the culture.

3. The new meaning of the word may not line up with the 
biblical meaning of the word.

A pastor I worked with for a number of years had a flashy 
and dramatic style of communication. Congregants were 
thrilled as he used movie clips and dramatic soliloquies to il-
lustrate his points and entertain his audience. But if you asked 
congregants as they were leaving the service, you would find 
that few understood what he was actually talking about. When 
asked, “What was the point he was making?” I heard the re-
sponse: “I have no idea, but it sounded great!” In other words, 
it’s plugged in and it’s glowing in the window. But what is it?

WHAT’S SO AMAZING ABOUT WORSHIP?

What is truly amazing about our Christian worship heri-
tage is the vast array of styles, colors, music, art, liturgies, and 
improvisations in the spirit. As a people group, Christians 
have inherited an incredibly colorful history of worship ex-
pressions. There are places today where many of these tools are 
being used in creative ways to capture the hearts and minds of 
those in attendance and connect them with the truth of the 
gospel. For instance, Angela and I recently attended a “night 
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of worship” at a nearby church where music was performed; 
liturgical readings, poetry, and Scripture passages were shared; 
and testimonies were given. Meanwhile, visual artists were 
at work around the room, creating paintings and interpret-
ing in art what was being communicated from the platform. 
Though this kind of experience in a worship service setting 
may not happen every week, going to a worship service should 
be something we find incredibly rich to our minds and hearts. 

Regardless of style, any worship service that is boring and 
predictable is like going to an art museum with paintings that 
are all blue. After moving through two or three galleries, one 
may ask, “Is this it? Why aren’t there any paintings in other 
colors?” After seeing every exhibit in one color, we may get 
so used to it that we begin to think, “Well, I guess this is art.” 
The same mistake can be made in our worship habits. When 
few congregants are participating—standing around drinking 
coffee, chatting, or passively observing the goings on from the 
platform—we can get so used to it that we may walk away 
thinking, “Well, I guess this is worship.” Perhaps we should 
ask a tougher question: Is what we are calling worship boring 
and predictable? 

Our son, Jeremy, and his wife, Carly, have volunteered at 
their church to help with music and sound. One Sunday, he 
was stationed in the rear of the sanctuary helping with lyric 
projection when one of the pastors decided to stand in the 
back with him during that particular service. Normally, the 
pastors dutifully sit on the front row. The service opens with 
church announcements followed by the opening set of music. 
When the band took its place on the platform and started to 
play, one third of the congregants made their way to the aisles, 



30 WALLPAPER WORSHIP

through the doors, and into the lobby for coffee and visiting. 
The pastor turned to Jeremy and asked, “What’s happening? 
Why is everyone leaving?” He was completely unaware that 
what he was observing had been happening every Sunday 
behind his back. Oddly, no one who was leading from the 
platform and facing the congregation ever brought it up in a 
planning meeting. Hmm.

So why are they leaving? Why are so few singing and so 
many standing around observing, as if they’re waiting for 
something else to happen? The answer is obvious to those will-
ing to consider it: There’s not much there demanding people’s 
participation. How can that be, we ask? We have rehearsed 
our heads off. We have all the right gear and talent to create 
the sound of world-class praise and worship.  

The same phenomenon is true for nonmusical portions 
of a worship service. A speaker may think, I have worked 
so hard on this sermon and no one seems to get it. What’s 
wrong with these people? But is it really the congregation’s 
fault? More and more churchgoers are starting to realize that 
their worship experience may be something other than a wor-
ship experience. It may contain elements of music, a teaching, 
some movie clips, a dramatic characterization, and definitely a 
bunch of announcements. But what is it?

The Washington Post published an editorial by a millennial 
reflecting on her church experience. In it, she said, “The trick 
isn’t to make church cool, it’s to keep worship weird. You can 
get a cup of coffee with your friends anywhere, but church is 
the only place you can get ashes smudged on your forehead 
as a reminder of your mortality. You can be dazzled by a light 
show at a concert on any given weekend, but church is the 
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only place that fills a sanctuary with candlelight and hymns 
on Christmas Eve.”4

AN OBSERVER’S SPORT

Wallpaper worship is an observer’s sport and since watching 
reality TV, clicking YouTube links, and streaming video on our 
phones and laptops is the cultural norm, doing worship as an 
anonymous nonparticipant feels somewhat normal. However, 
when there is little, if any, participation, it doesn’t take long for 
congregants to realize they are actually just passive observers, 
providing a weekly audience for a group of performers. 

Are we bound to this kind of experience simply because 
we happen to live in an era of passivity and vicarious me-
dia experiences? Is there more to this worship thing than 
what we are getting? Is a nonparticipatory observance of 
a performance what the Father intended for His worship-
pers? When we gather to sing, pray, recite, take sacraments, 
listen to a Bible teaching, sing again, and depart, do we do 
so with a sense that something extraordinary has happened 
in our midst? Or have we settled for a rational, linear, tele-
vision program-like experience because that is what we are 
used to? 

OK, SO WHAT IS WORSHIP?

Getting back to the fundamentals requires us to agree on 
what worship is and what worship isn’t. To get clarity, why 
don’t we find out what the Bible has to say on worship? Let’s 
look at one of the shortest yet most revealing passages that 
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gives us the purpose, characteristics, and results of worship—
the five verses of Psalm 100. 

Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all the earth! 
 Serve the Lord with gladness!  
 Come into his presence with singing!

Know that the Lord, he is God! 
 It is he who made us, and we are his;  
 we are his people, and the sheep of his pasture.

Enter his gates with thanksgiving, 
 and his courts with praise! 
 Give thanks to him; bless his name!

For the Lord is good;  
 his steadfast love endures forever, 
 and his faithfulness to all generations. 

THE PURPOSE OF WORSHIP

Worship causes humility. When we “come into his pres-
ence with singing” (100:2), something profound becomes ob-
vious: He is God and we are not. It is humbling to realize 
“we are his people, the sheep of his pasture” (100:3). Think 
about it. This Lord, who is God Himself, has created His own 
people. That’s us! This is a humbling thought in our world of 
self-made, rugged individualism.

Worship honors His power, His praise, and His plan. 
Our humility in worship causes us to declare God’s power, 
not our own. It also verbalizes His praise. Verse 4 says that 
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thanksgiving and praise is the posture with which we enter 
the place of worship: “Give thanks to him; bless his name!” 
Worship also declares that His love is everlasting for all peo-
ple of the past, present, and future: “For the Lord is good; 
his steadfast love endures forever, and his faithfulness to all 
generations” (Ps. 100:5). Worship makes us humble so we can 
declare His power, praise, and plan to “all the earth” (100:1). 

The more we worship, the more humble we become. The 
more humble we become, the easier it is to declare His power, 
His praise, and His plan. This is the purpose of worship.

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF WORSHIP

Worship is corporate. Verses 1, 2, and the opening line of 
verse 3 all use the imperative commands of make, serve, come, 
know. The implied subject of the commands is “you make, you 
serve, you come, you know.” That this is a plural you becomes 
clearer as we move into verse 3 and beyond: “It is he who made 
us, and we are his; we are his people.” It doesn’t say “it is he who 
made me” or “I am his person.” This psalm talks of worship as 
being a corporate activity with the participation of many. 

Worship is private. It is clear from other passages besides 
Psalm 100 that worship can also be a private activity—involv-
ing prayer (see Matt. 6:6), fasting (see 6:16), offerings (see 
6:4), and praise through song or prose (Hannah’s prayer of 
praise in First Samuel 2:1–10 or Mary’s Magnificat in Luke 
1:46–55). 

The Bible is clear that the characteristics of worship are not 
corporate or private. Rather, worship is both corporate and private. 
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THE RESULTS OF WORSHIP

Worship results in grief over our sin. This kind of godly 
grief or sorrow (as seen in Second Corinthians 7:9) is a fruit of 
the humility it takes in knowing “that the Lord, he is God! It 
is he who made us, and we are his” (Ps. 100:3). Every worship 
experience does not necessarily lead to grieving over sin, but it 
is worth recognizing this as one result of worshipping a holy 
God. 

When the nation of Israel returned to Jerusalem after be-
ing held captive in Babylon for seventy long years, their gov-
ernor, Nehemiah, and the priest, Ezra, called for an assembly. 
There was a celebration wherein Ezra read the Law of God 
for seven days. In describing the event, Nehemiah 8:9 says, 
“For all the people wept as they heard the words of the Law.” 
In Nehemiah 9:1–3, they wept in humility, realizing how they 
and their ancestors had been disobedient. Then “they stood up 
in their place and read from the Book of the Law of the Lord 
their God for a quarter of the day; for another quarter of it 
they made confession [of their sin] and worshiped the Lord 
their God” (9:3). The rest of chapter 9 is their declaration of 
not only their sin but also God’s power, praises, and plans for 
them. 

Worship results in joy over God’s forgiveness and lov-
ing-kindness. Psalm 100:4 tells us to “bless his name!” Why 
should we bless His name? Verse 5 elaborates: “his steadfast 
love endures forever, and his faithfulness to all generations.” 

Again, Nehemiah said something very similar to the peo-
ple of Israel when they wept over their sin: “ ‘This day is holy 
to the Lord your God; do not mourn or weep.’ For all the 
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people wept as they heard the words of the Law. Then he said 
to them, ‘Go your way. Eat the fat and drink sweet wine and 
send portions to anyone who has nothing ready, for this day 
is holy to our Lord. And do not be grieved, for the joy of the 
Lord is your strength’ ” (Neh. 8:9–10). Sounds like a great 
worship service, which ended in joy. 

Worship results in unity of direction. When we declare 
God’s plans, there is always action to be taken for us to fulfill 
them. God’s people come together in one heart and mind to 
do His will. Psalm 100 is five verses of commands, not only for 
corporate and personal worship, but also for living life itself: 
make, serve, come, know, enter, give, bless. These are the ways 
we not only worship in a gathering, but also worship with our 
lives—in the doing of life—as a community of believers and 
followers of God, reaching out to our neighbors and the world 
around us in the name of Jesus Christ. 

As we move forward, drilling further down into the details 
inside of worship, let’s start with the Son of God Himself and 
His report of what His Father in heaven’s view is on worship.


