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About This Series 
“I’m having trouble understanding you Lutherans.” 
“Why’s that?” 
“Well, you preach and pray like Baptists but your worship 

services are just like the Roman Catholics.” 
“I’ve always thought our worship tradition was unique.” 
“Well, why should tradition matter at all? Shouldn’t we just 

follow the Bible?” 
As Lutherans interact with other Christians, they often find 

themselves struggling to explain their beliefs and practices. Although 
many Lutherans have learned the “what” of the doctrines of the church, 
they do not always have a full scriptural foundation to share the “why.” 
When confronted with different doctrines, they cannot clearly state 
their faith, much less understand the differences between denomi-
nations. 

Because of insecurities about explaining particular doctrines or 
practices, some Lutherans may avoid opportunities to share what they 
have learned from Christ and His Word. The Lutheran Difference 
Bible study series will identify how Lutherans differ from other 
Christians and demonstrate from the Bible why Lutherans differ. These 
studies will prepare Lutherans to share their faith and help non-
Lutherans understand the Lutheran difference. 
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An Overview of Christian 
Denominations 

The following outline of Christian history will help you 
understand where the different denominations come from and how they 
are related to one another. Use this outline in connection with the 
“Comparisons” sections found throughout the study. Statements of 
belief for the different churches are drawn from their official 
confessional writings. 

The Great Schism 
Eastern Orthodox: On July 16, 1054, Cardinal Humbert entered the 

Cathedral of the Holy Wisdom in Constantinople just before the 
worship service. He stepped to the altar and left a letter 
condemning Michael Cerularius, patriarch of Constantinople. 
Cerularius responded by condemning the letter and its authors. In 
that moment, the Christian churches of the east and west were 
severed from one another. Their disagreements centered on what 
bread could be used in the Lord’s Supper and the addition of the 
filioque statement (see glossary, p. 79) to the Nicene Creed. 

The Reformation 
Lutheran: On June 15, 1520, Pope Leo X wrote a letter condemning 

Dr. Martin Luther for his Ninety-five Theses. Luther’s theses had 
challenged the sale of indulgences, a fund-raising effort to pay for 
the building of St. Peter’s Cathedral in Rome. The letter charged 
Luther with heresy and threatened to excommunicate him if he 
did not retract his writings within 60 days. Luther replied by 
publicly burning the letter. Leo excommunicated him on January 
3, 1521, and condemned all who agreed with Luther or supported 
his cause. 

Reformed: In 1522 the preaching of Ulrich Zwingli in Zurich, 
Switzerland, convinced people to break their traditional Lenten 
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fast. Also, Zwingli preached that priests should be allowed to 
marry. When local friars challenged these departures from 
medieval church practice, the Zurich Council supported Zwingli 
and agreed that the Bible should guide Christian doctrine and 
practice. Churches of this Reformed tradition include Presby-
terians and Episcopalians. 

Anabaptist: In January 1525 Conrad Grebel, a follower of Ulrich 
Zwingli, rebaptized Georg Blaurock. Blaurock began rebaptizing 
others and founded the Swiss Brethren. Their insistence on adult 
believers’ Baptism distinguished them from other churches of the 
Reformation. Anabaptists attracted social extremists who 
advocated violence in the cause of Christ, complete pacifism, or 
communal living. Mennonite, Brethren, and Amish churches 
descend from this movement. 

The Counter Reformation 
Roman Catholic: When people call the medieval church “Roman 

Catholic,” they make a common historical mistake. Roman 
Catholicism as we know it emerged after the Reformation. As 
early as 1518 Luther and other reformers had appealed to the 
pope and requested a council to settle the issue of indulgences. 
Their requests were hindered or denied for a variety of 
theological and political reasons. Finally, on December 13, 1545, 
34 leaders from the churches who opposed the Reformation 
gathered at the invitation of Pope Paul III. They began the 
Council of Trent (1545–63), which established the doctrine and 
practice of Roman Catholicism. 

Post-Reformation Movements 
Baptist: In 1608 or 1609 John Smyth, a former pastor of the Church of 

England, baptized himself by pouring water over his head. He 
formed a congregation of English Separatists in Holland, who 
opposed the rule of bishops and infant Baptism. This marked the 
start of the English Baptist churches, which remain divided 
doctrinally over the theology of John Calvin (Particular Baptists) 
and Jacob Arminius (General Baptists). In the 1800s the 
Restoration Movement of Alexander Campbell, a former 
Presbyterian minister, adopted many Baptist teachings. These 

© 2009 Concordia Publishing House. Scripture: NIV®

SAMPLE



 8

churches include the Disciples of Christ (Christian Churches) and 
the Churches of Christ. 

Wesleyan: In 1729 John and Charles Wesley gathered with three other 
men to study the Scripture, receive Communion, and discipline 
one another according to the “method” laid down in the Bible. 
Later, John Wesley’s preaching caused religious revivals in 
England and America. Methodists, Wesleyans, Nazarenes, and 
Pentecostals form the Wesleyan family of churches. 
A special note needs to be added about Pentecostalism, the most 
recent branch in the Wesleyan family. On January 1, 1901 Agnes 
Ozman, Charles Parham (a former Methodist Episcopal minister), 
and others experienced the “Pentecost blessing” (including 
speaking in “tongues” or “glossolalia”). Further “baptisms” in the 
Holy Spirit took place at Azusa Street in Los Angeles, California 
(1906). Pentecostal worship emphasizes impulsive responses to 
the Holy Spirit. In addition to “tongues,” Pentecostals seek 
miraculous healings, prophecies, and other signs of the Spirit’s 
power. Worship usually involves repeated phrases, progressively 
faster musical tempos, and changes in musical keys to evoke 
emotional responses. Today, there are more than 300 Pentecostal 
denominations and associations in North America, making it one 
of the most divided Christian groups. 

Liberal: In 1799 Friedrich Schleiermacher published Addresses on 
Religion in an attempt to make Christianity appealing to people 
influenced by rationalism. He argued that religion is not a body of 
doctrines, provable truths, or a system of ethics, but belongs to 
the realm of feelings. His ideas did not lead to the formation of a 
new denomination, but deeply influenced Christian thinking. 
Denominations most thoroughly affected by liberalism are the 
United Church of Christ, Disciples of Christ, and Unitarianism. 
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Lutheran Facts 
All who worship the Holy Trinity and trust in Jesus Christ for the 

forgiveness of sins are regarded by Lutherans as fellow Christians, 
despite denominational differences.  

Lutheran churches first described themselves as evangelische, or 
evangelical, churches. Opponents of these churches called them 
Lutheran after Dr. Martin Luther, the sixteenth-century German church 
reformer. 

Lutherans are not disciples of Dr. Martin Luther, but rather are 
disciples of Jesus Christ. They proudly accept the name Lutheran 
because they agree with Dr. Luther’s teaching from the Bible, as 
summarized in Luther’s Small Catechism. 

Lutherans are led in worship by a pastor. 
The service follows an order, an outline of worship that addresses 

spiritual needs such as forgiveness, edification, and spiritual nurture. 
Lutheran orders of service are from the western (Latin) liturgical 

tradition. This stems from the synagogue and temple worship practiced 
by the earliest Christians, who were Jewish. 

The Lutheran Reformation restored the practice of congregational 
singing, which had largely disappeared during the Middle Ages. The 
Lutheran church has been called “the singing church.” 

Lutheran chorales spread to every nation touched by the 
Reformation. The chorales stem from the simple congregational songs 
of the early Middle Ages (Gregorian chant or plainsong). 

Lutheran hymns have typically focused on the gracious work of 
the Holy Trinity for our salvation. 
 

To prepare for “The God We Worship,” read Exodus 20:1–8. 
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The God We Worship 
Surely my heart cannot truly rest, nor be entirely contented, unless 

it rest in Thee. 
Thomas a Kempis 

 
What first comes to mind when you think of worship? Possibly 

your thoughts are of a church service, a prayer, a sermon, or a song. 
Perhaps you think of a certain building. Maybe a discussion that 
you’ve had with another Christian over worship forms or styles comes 
to mind. Chances are that your first reaction is on something that we do 
or are involved in when we worship. 

1. What are your first reactions to the word “worship”? 
 
 
 
 
Were the items given above, or your first thoughts good examples 

of where our focus should lie? Worship needs to be focused on God 
and His Word. 

2. Was God part of your first reaction? If not, why do you think 
this is so? 

 
 
 
 

Why Worship? 
3. Read Psalm 29, Psalm 145:3 and Revelation 5:12. According 

to these verses, why should we worship God? 
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4. Look at Exodus 20:8 and Hebrews 10:25. What reasons for 
worship do these passages provide? 

 
 
 
5. In the Small Catechism, Martin Luther wrote that the third 

commandment means, “We should fear and love God so that we do not 
despise preaching and His Word, but hold it sacred and gladly hear and 
learn it.” How does this help to focus our understanding of the 
commandment?  

 
 
 
 
6. Worship isn’t simply a set of activities to do or words to speak. 

Worship needs an object. We are to worship God. In the explanation to 
the first commandment in The Large Catechism, Luther writes, “A god 
means that from which we are to expect all good and to which we are 
to take refuge in all distress, so that to have [the One] God is nothing 
else than to trust and believe Him from the whole heart.” According to 
this definition, what is your god? Is there anyone who doesn’t have a 
god?  

 
 
 
7. If we are to worship the true God, we must know who He is. 

What do Deuteronomy 6:4 and Matthew 28:19 show us about the 
nature of the true God? 

 
 
 
 
8. There are many people in our world who deny the doctrine of 

the Trinity, and yet still claim to worship God. What does Jesus say 
about this in John 14:6? How does 1 Corinthians 12:3 also expand our 
understanding? 
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9. The triune God is worthy of our worship. Does anything or 
anyone else deserve or rightly receive our worship? See Isaiah 42:8 
and Revelation 22:8–9. 

 
 
 

True Worship 
10. We have looked at a number of different things necessary for 

true worship. Briefly summarize what we have seen. If these things are 
necessary for true worship, have we ever engaged in false worship? If 
so, how should we respond? 

 
 
 
11. In the Athanasian Creed we confess, “the catholic [i.e. 

universal] faith is this, that we worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity 
in Unity.” Notice that the Creed doesn’t just say we believe in the 
Trinity, but that we worship the Trinity. How does this help us 
understand the nature of worship? 

 
 
 
 
12. We have looked at several reasons for worship. What things 

particularly move you to worship? 
 
 
 

One Triune God 
13. Read Exodus 20:1–8, which is commonly known as the first 

table of the Law. What common element do you see in each of the 
commandments and their place in the list of Ten Commandments? 
How does Jesus summarize them in Matthew 22:37? 
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14. Reflect carefully on the liturgy and music used at church. 
What affirmations do you note that the Holy Trinity is the true God? 

 
 
 
 
15. How might you invite someone to come worship with you 

this week? How might you introduce them to the true God, so that they 
may receive His blessings? 

 
 
 
 

Comparisons 
The term creed comes from the Latin word credo, “I believe.” 

Creeds are summary confessions of faith used by the vast majority of 
Christians. They developed at a time when most people could not read 
and needed a memorable rule of faith. The root of creeds is found in 
reciting the shema in ancient Judaism as part of daily prayer. The 
shema is drawn from Deuteronomy 6:4–9, 11, 13–21 and Numbers 
15:37–41. It served as a summary of biblical teaching and was 
probably recited by Jesus and the apostles. (See Mark 12:28–31, where 
Jesus recites a portion of the shema to answer a teacher of the Law.)  

After Jesus ascended into heaven, the earliest Christians began 
using summaries of Christian teaching (e.g., see 1 Corinthians 15:3–5). 
These summaries developed into the creeds listed below: 

 
Apostles’ Creed. A summary which began to take shape already at the 

time of the apostles. This creed developed from a series of 
questions asked of a person at the time of Baptism. History shows 
that congregations in Rome were using a form of this creed in the 
second century but the wording did not receive its standard form 
until much later. Most churches from the western (Latin) tradition 
still use the Apostles’ Creed for instruction and as a confession of 
faith in worship. 

Nicene Creed. A summary of Christian teaching adopted by 
congregations of the Roman Empire at the council of Nicaea in 
325. The creed was expanded by the council of Constantinople in 
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381 to help settle other Christological controversies of the fourth 
century. Today, Eastern Orthodox churches and most churches 
from the western (Latin) tradition confess the Nicene creed in 
worship, especially during a communion service. In the Middle 
Ages, the western churches added the filioque statement (see 
glossary, p. 79). 

Athanasian Creed. A longer creed addressing the Christological 
controversies of the fourth and fifth centuries. It is named for 
Athanasius (c. 296–373), the bishop of Alexandria, who 
vigorously opposed Arianism. However, Athanasius did not write 
this creed, since it emerged much later. Many churches of the 
western (Latin) tradition use the Athanasian Creed. Lutheran 
congregations typically recite it on Trinity Sunday. The creed has 
been included in Eastern Orthodox services, minus the filioque 
statement. 

No creed but the Bible. Congregations of the Restoration movement 
rejected the use of creeds early in the nineteenth century. They 
taught that creeds divided Christians from one another and 
agreement on the Bible as God’s Word was a sufficient basis for 
unity. Christian Churches, Disciples of Christ, and Churches of 
Christ descend from this movement. 

Pseudo-Christian Beliefs. A variety of groups reject the doctrine of 
the Trinity. For example, the Jehovah’s Witnesses regard Jesus as 
a created god and the Holy Spirit as an impersonal force. The 
United Pentecostal Church teaches that the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit are all manifestations of the same person (“Jesus only”). 
Mormons hold that the Holy Spirit is a spiritual god alongside the 
Father and the Son, who are gods with physical bodies. 
 
Liturgical churches (Eastern Orthodox, Lutheran, Reformed, 

Roman Catholic, and some Wesleyans) regularly recite a creed during 
their worship services. Many nonliturgical churches accept the 
teachings of the creeds but do not use them in their worship services. 
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Point to Remember 
You shall have no other gods before me. . . . You shall not misuse 

the name of the LORD your God . . . Remember the Sabbath day by 
keeping it holy. Exodus 20:3, 7–8 

 
To prepare for “The People Who Worship,” read John 4:19–26. 
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Leader Guide 
This guide is provided as a “safety net,” a place to turn for help in 

answering questions and for enriching discussion. It will not answer 
every question raised in your class. Please read it, along with the 
questions, before class. Consult it in class only after exploring the 
Bible references and discussing what they teach. Please note the 
different abilities of your class members. Some will easily find the 
Bible passages listed in this study; others will struggle. To make 
participation easier, team up members of the class. For example, if a 
question asks you to look up several passages, assign one passage to 
one group, the second to another, and so on. Divide the work! Let 
participants present the answers they discover. 

Each topic is divided into four easy-to-use sections. 
Focus: introduces key concepts that will be discovered.  
Inform: guides the participants into Scripture to uncover truths 

concerning a doctrine. 
Connect: enables participants to apply what is learned in 

Scripture to their lives and provides them an opportunity to formulate 
and articulate a defense of a key doctrine. 

Vision: provides participants with practical suggestions for 
extending the theme of the lesson out of the classroom and into the 
world. 

 
Also take note of the Comparisons section at the end of each les-

son. The editor has drawn this material from the official confessional 
documents and historical works of the various denominations. The 
passages describe and compare the denominations so that students can 
see how Lutherans differ from other Christians and also see how all 
Christians share many of the same beliefs and practices. The passages 
are not polemical. 
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The God We Worship 

Objectives 
By the power of the Holy Spirit working through God’s Word, 

we will (1) see that only the triune God is worthy of our worship and 
praise, (2) believe that we have access to God because we have been 
redeemed by Jesus Christ, and (3) respond to God’s gracious gifts in 
worship. 

Opening Worship 
Sing together “Come, O Almighty King” (LW 169). 

Focus 
Ask a volunteer to read the introductory paragraph, then discuss 

the questions.  
1. Answers will vary. Remind participants that our first reactions 

may fall short of what they should be. It is easy to get caught up in 
discussing the details of worship, or the controversies that often 
surround it, while forgetting the true focus of our worship. While 
allowing participants to discuss their first reactions, keep the 
conversation focused. Many issues will be discussed in this study. This 
is only the first introduction. 

2. Allow participants the opportunity to briefly evaluate the focus 
of worship. 

Why Worship? (Inform) 
3. God is worthy of worship. His glory, splendor, holiness, and 

greatness are so wonderful that all creatures should be moved to 
worship Him. Every good thing, all that we are and have comes from 
Him. He deserves our worship because He is God. 

4. Exodus 20:8 reveals the third commandment to us. God 
commands His people to worship Him. Hebrews 10:25 reminds us that 
worship does not end with the coming of Christ. Christians are also 
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called to continue to worship together—in part to give each other 
encouragement in the last days.  

5. Luther reminds us that the purpose of the Sabbath was not 
simply to have a day off from work, but to provide opportunity to 
worship. He directed people’s attention to the Word of God. We hear 
God’s voice, and receive His direction through His Word. True 
worship must involve the proclamation and belief of God’s Holy 
Word. God knows that we will be blessed as we hear His Word. 

6. A god is whatever we trust and believe in. Whatever being or 
thing that we trust above all other things is, in fact, our god. To be sure, 
there is only one true, living God. Only the true God can save us. Only 
He has the power that we need. Only He is truly worthy of worship. 
Yet many people continue to worship false gods. Understood in this 
way, every person has a god. 

7. Deuteronomy 6:4 reminds us that there is only one God. 
Matthew 28:19 reveals that this one God consists of three persons: 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The biblical doctrine of the Trinity is 
beyond our human comprehension. Our limited brains are incapable of 
fully understanding the nature of God. We can, however, trust and 
believe His Word. The only true God is the Holy Trinity. The three 
persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, are each fully God, and yet are 
only one God. This is how God has revealed Himself to us. 

8. Jesus, who is the way, the truth, and the life, says that it is 
impossible to access the Father apart from the Son. Without the Son, 
we do not really know the Father. 1 Corinthians 12:3 teaches us that 
we cannot believe in Jesus without the Holy Spirit. We are not free to 
ignore the Trinity or any of the three persons. We come to the Father 
through Jesus. We believe in Jesus through the Spirit. The Trinity is 
the only true God. This is the God we worship. 

9. In Isaiah 42, God forbids worshiping false gods, or any created 
thing. In Revelation 22, St. John was about to worship an angel who 
had shown him wondrous things. The angel rebuked him. Angels are 
not worthy of worship—they are servants of God along with human 
beings. (This shows us also that mere human beings are not worthy of 
worship either.) Only God is worthy of worship. 

True Worship (Connect) 
10. We have seen that God is worthy of worship. He commands 

our worship, and invites us to worship Him by offering us His 
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blessings of forgiveness, life, and salvation. True worship must be 
focused on the true God. God has revealed Himself as the Holy Trinity. 
We have certainly engaged in false worship. We have let other things 
take the place of God. (Indeed, every sin we commit is also a sin 
against the first commandment. When we sin, we show that we prefer 
sin to God.) Since we have done these things, we should do as God 
says: confess our sins and receive His forgiveness for Jesus’ sake. 

11. Worship and faith are directly related. Worship reflects our 
faith and the content of our faith is affected by the way we worship. 
God’s revelation of Himself moves us to worship Him as He is. Our 
faith and doctrine were never meant to be merely thoughts or words. 
Our faith impacts every aspect of our lives—including worship. 

12. Answers will vary. We worship God because of who He is, in 
thanksgiving for the salvation that is ours in Jesus Christ, in praise of 
His goodness to us, and because He gives us His gifts in worship. 
Allow participants the time to discuss things that move them to 
respond to God in worship. 

One Triune God (Vision) 
13. Each of these commands is about worship. They appear at the 

beginning of the Ten Commandments because our relationship with 
God has the highest priority. In Matthew 22:37, Jesus summarizes 
these commands with one word: “love.” 

14. Answers may vary. Common expressions such as “Glory be 
to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit” focus our worship 
on the Holy Trinity. 

15. Answers will vary. Encourage participants to pick out 
someone they could invite and keep in their prayers this week. 
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