
“What is Worship?”
Selected Passages

Pictures and words of worship that help us understand what worship is:
Worship requires humble submission and grateful recognition of the Lord (Gen. 24:26, 24:48; Ex. 
4:31, 12:27; Rev. 4:10, 5:14, 7:11, 11:16).
   Starting in Genesis, the actual biblical term for worship is consistently connected to the revelation of 
God and the subsequent response of God’s people in bowing before him in worship. This symbol of 
bowing or putting one’s face to the earth was the symbol of submission before a figure of authority, such 
as a king. It was the sign of submission, honor, and recognition to a ruler. For the people of God, as they 
recognized God’s revelation of himself, which came through things such as answered prayer and which 
was even dramatically seen in manifestations of the Lord’s presence with them, the common response 
was one of reverential fear and honor, bowing before the Lord with thanksgiving for answered prayers 
and with hearts of honor and acknowledgement before the Creator God. This same connection, however, 
was also made with worship that wasn’t directed to the Lord, as people often are seen bowing down and 
worshiping idols. Even Jesus, when he was on the earth, was tempted by Satan to bow down and to 
worship Satan in exchange for a false promise of power and authority on earth (Matt. 4:9). Ultimately, the 
use of the word “worship” in Scripture in connection to bowing in humble submission and grateful 
recognition of the Lord is reinforced in the final book of the Bible in some dramatic scenes of worship in 
heaven, where the twenty-four elders, the angels, and the four living creatures — symbolizing all of 
creation — fall down on their faces and worship God! This is the heart or essence of worship. Without 
humble submission and grateful recognition of the Lord in our hearts, any action in or expression of 
worship — from sacrifices and offerings to prayer and praise — fails to be true worship before the true 
King. Worship starts and ends with a heart that gives to the Lord the obedience, recognition, and honor 
he deserves.
1. In considering these and the many other examples in Scripture of bowing or falling face down to the 

earth in worship, what does this physical posture reveal about the desired posture of our heart and 
attitude before the Lord in worship? Research, and discuss.

2. When was the last time that you physically bowed down or fell down before the Lord in worship? Why 
did you do that? What prompted your worship. Share your testimonies.

3. Is this condition in our hearts before the Lord required for worship? If we pray, praise, or teach without 
this condition in our hearts before the Lord, is it worship? Use Scripture to support your discuss and 
conclusion.

Worship is a response to the revelation of God and what he has done (Gen. 4:1-5a, 8:20-21, 12:1-8, 
24:12-27, 24:52; Ex. 14:30-31, 15:1-18).
   The earliest pictures of expressions of worship in Scripture remind us that worship is most basically a 
response to the revelation of God and what he has done. One of the earliest stories of worship is a story 
about the offering and sacrifice given to God by Cain and Abel. While there’s much to be learned about 
acceptable and unacceptable acts of worship in this story, both Cain and Abel were responding to God’s 
provision, offering and sacrificing to the Lord as a response to what he had done in giving new life in 
Abel’s flock and produce in Cain’s field. After the Lord had delivered Noah and his family through the 
flood, the first thing that Noah did on exiting the ark onto dry ground was to build an altar and offer 
sacrifices to the Lord, responding to what God had done in saving them through the flood. When God 
visited Abraham and revealed his covenant and blessing through Abraham, Abraham responded by 
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building an altar and offering sacrifices to the Lord. Later in Abraham’s life, when he sent his servant to 
find a wife for Isaac, the Lord answered the servants prayer, bringing him straight to Isaac’s future wife. 
The servant responded to God bowing his head and worshiping the Lord. Yet another example is when 
Moses led God’s people out of Egypt, and after the Lord had parted the sea for Israel to cross over on dry 
ground, the Lord then completely destroyed Pharaoh and his army in the sea as the parted waters closed 
together on them. Moses responded by leading God’s people in a song of praise to God for his 
deliverance from Egypt. We could go on and on, but the point is that Scripture reveals a clear pattern in 
true worship: As God reveals himself to his people, the appropriate response to his revelation is worship! 
God is the true focus of worship. In fact, as D.A. Carson notes in his book Worship by the Book, “What 
ought to make worship delightful to us is not, in the first instance, its novelty or its aesthetic beauty, but its 
object: God himself is delightfully wonderful, and we learn to delight in him” (30).
1. If worship is most importantly a response to the revelation of God and what he has done, what does 

that mean for people who say that they don’t “experience” worship when they come to a gathering of 
the church? What’s probably missing in their life? Do you know someone who is experiencing this in 
their life? Pray for them now.

2. If worship is most importantly a response to the revelation of God, what’s the most important thing in 
your life to pursue if you want to truly worship? Also, what’s the critical thing to do — wherever you 
are and whatever you’re doing — when you realize what God has done and is doing in and around 
you in the world?

3. What does your daily, individual worship look like? What are some daily disciplines that encourage 
the pattern of revelation and response in worship? Do those around you know that you are worshiper 
of the Lord? Does individual worship through the week affect worship when you come together with 
the church? Why, or why not?

Worship involves both your spirit and your mind (John 4:20-24).
   The worship wars aren’t new. There have always been worship wars among God’s people, and a major 
worship war developed after the kingdom of Israel divided. Initially, the Jews had the truth. They had 
worship that was based on the law that God had given them through Moses. They had the sacrifices, 
festivals, and, eventually, the temple in Jerusalem, which was the dwelling place of God among his 
people and the appointed place for gathered worship and sacrifice. Through the divided kingdom and 
finally after the return from exile, the old northern kingdom instituted worship that was outside of the law, 
actually changing God’s Word to justify their worship on Mt. Gerizim. They sacrificed outside of the temple 
in Jerusalem, claiming that this was now their true worship. So at the time of Jesus, there was worship in 
Samaria that some claimed to be true worship and that surely included many people who were very 
genuine in their worship, but their worship was devoid of truth. On the other hand, there was worship in 
Judah under the divided kingdom and after the return from exile that was full of the truth, but it was devoid 
of a genuine spirit of worship. In Jerusalem, they ended up going through the motions, but the spirit of 
their worship was far from God, as was finally and glaringly displayed in the fact that they failed to see 
and to accept the very presence of God with them in Christ Jesus! Jesus pointed to a time that was 
coming when true worshipers would worship God in spirit and in truth. These two things are not mutually 
exclusive; they are necessarily connected. Worship is not just an emotion that you feel in your spirit. Our 
feelings can be fickle, and our emotions can be deceiving. So worship is much more than a feeling even 
though feeling is certainly part of worship. We can experience and feel something in what we may call 
worship, but if it is contradictory to God’s truth, then it fails to be worship that is acceptable to God. So this 
leads to the element of truth. The truth is important, but the truth is that truth alone can lead to arrogance 
and pride. So worship is not just truth either. Worship is more than just truth even though truth is an 
absolute necessity for true worship. Worship requires both of these elements: Spirit and truth. True 
worship is from the heart, expressing humble submission and grateful recognition of God, and true 
worship must be in response to the truth, expressed in a way that is consistent with God’s design and 
desire for our worship.
1. Discuss what it means to worship in spirit. Use Scripture to guide your conversation.
2. Discuss what it means to worship in truth. Use Scripture to guide your conversation.
3. Are these two things in balance in your worship? Why are both of these things essential for our 

worship to be acceptable to the Lord? Pray that worship in our church would be in spirit and truth.
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