
 1 

FOUR PART STRUCTURE TO A WORSHIP SERVICE1 
 
Introduction 

It is always helpful to work with a structure to help craft and shape the functions of worship. Functions 
must rule, but form is the means of implementation. We must be careful that form or structure does not control, but 
form will often ensure that the necessary elements are present, and allow for the logical/liturgical flow of the various 
functions of worship. 
 

One thinks of the various “forms” of Hymns, Thanksgivings, and Laments in the OT. There was clearly a 
form or structure that tended to provide the framework for composition. However, the poets were quite free to 
manipulate the form in order to get their message across and express their creativity. 
 

Even in the presentation below, there will be indicators of options in crafting the structure of the service. 
 

The following pattern presents an acceptable model of “convergence’ (Webber’s term) that allows various 
traditions and styles of worship to be expressed, but gives a kind of “universal” direction and thought to a process 
and logical flow in the worship experience. 
 

As I have reflected on this pattern, I have noted how remarkably similar it is to the structure of the 
thanksgiving psalm--the psalm of reorientation. I guess we should not be surprised, since in effect reorientation is 
the function of a regular worship service—the gathering of the people of God from dispersion and mission in a 
hostile environment with the intent to reorient life back to God and his grace. 
 
I. Proclamation to Praise God (ENTRANCE and WORD) 
III. Report of Deliverance (RESPONSE) 

The Distress Portrayed 
The Appeal Cry for Help 

Deliverance 
IV. Testimony (DEPARTURE) 
 
Such an interesting similarity (not identity) should help us as lead worshippers, pastors, and “pew” participants 
understand what and why we do what we do in a worship service. 
 
I/ Entrance 
This is similar to the OT pattern of “drawing near.” In Entrance” the people of God gather and present themselves as 
worshippers before God. 
There are two very important movements to “Entrance:” 
 
A. Gathering 
This is the actual bringing together and assembling the people of God for worship. Often this is not considered in 
our worship planning and preparation. 
 
‘Gathering” elements can include (Webber): 
•singing of praise chonises 
*formal organ prelude 
*instrumental music 
*informal greetings 
*announcements 
*worth of welcome 
*rehearsal of congregation music 
*quiet meditation 
 
                                                             
1 I am building off Robert Webber’s work as presented in The Worship Phenomenon (Nashville: Star Song 1994), 
pp. 149-55. I have also included some thoughts from C. Welton Gaddy, The G~ft of Worship (Nashville: Broadman, 
1992), pp. 91-174, as well as one major point of David Barker’s. 
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--other suggestions 
*projected Scripture passages for meditation 
*projected pictures of missionaries for prayer 
Remarks: 
We cannot expect immediate responses of celebration without ‘Gathering’. To ask for resounding praise while 
people are still getting settled is inappropriate. Often a transition with a quiet chorus will enhance the beginning of 
the more structured celebration. 
 
B. Entrance enactments of worship 
These are the formal expressions of worship and celebration. The expressions should be joyful, similar to the 
opening of the Thanksgiving Psalm. 
 
Enactments’ can include (Webber): 
*entrance hymn or song (with processional) 
*greeting 
*invocation - 
*acts of praise (songs, hymns, choruses) 
*confession and celebration of pardon 
(opening) prayer 
 
Other: 
Remarks: 
The celebration must be highly Theocentric/Christocentric. This is often the part that has been considered 
‘preliminary” to the preaching of Scripture. This is styled after the evangelistic and revivalist meetings of the past 
when the preaching was the ‘real’ reason why the people were called together. In a worship service, however, 
“Entrance enactments’ are not preliminary but essential. Further, they must be highly participatory and celebratory. 
I am not sure I like the word ‘opening’ It creates the impression that all that has happened up to now is preliminary 
and only now are we getting to the “real part.  
 
C. Community 
This part of the worship service is not included by Webber. However, with an understanding of a NT theology of 
worship think that it is important that this element be added to the structure. 
 
Key text: 1 Corinthians 3:16-17 
Acts 2:4211. 
--per Acts 2--key elements include: 
 
*focus on Apostolic preaching and teaching fellowship of the believers —eating and drinking 
--communion and fellowship meal cared for needs of community 
*prayer and praise integral outreach and evangelism via family life of the believers 
 
Therefore, I add an element to Webbers structure: Community/Fellowship 
 forms include: children’s story greetings some kind of fellowship song some ministry in music announcements—
*community calendar offering 
*pastoral/congregational prayer 
*testimony of praise and lament 
*celebrations of family life--birthdays, deaths, anniversaries, engagements, etc. 
 
II.  Service of the Word 
This centers on proclamation of the Word via different forms and symbols. 
“Word’ elements can include: 
*scripture readings (see Webber and others for selections, combinations and forms of communication) 
*sermon (textual, expository, proclamational, applicational) 
*silence (place and role may vary, see Gaddy) 
*ordinances (practised with some degree of regularity as part of the ongoing worship experience of the church) 
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Remarks: 
The centrality of the Word must never be lost. However, the forms of proclamation can vary and we must recognize 
that the Word shares in the rest of the worship service as part of the total engagement of God with his people and the 
people of God with him. 
 
III. Response 
This is the area in which we have failed the most in our evangelical worship. The sermon is usually the last major 
agenda item that leads to an invitation of some kind. This practice is driven by a revivalist/evangelistic model that 
sought to climax at the invitation and allow for non-respondents to exit the meeting place with relative ease. 
 
However, this is not conducive to a worship emphasis, nor is it effective in the present practices of the church today. 
Invitations are usually not responded to. and our services often end abruptly and coldly. 
 
In this part we see the model of Thanksgiving dominating, complete with complaint and distress. Elements include: 
 
*response 
*discussion and questions (many creative forms) dedications (parents, children, oneself) 
*testimony (lament, confession, celebration) 
*collection (with honest presentation and understanding of purpose and needs) 
* invitatjons (salvation, dedication, baptism) 
*passing the peace (perhaps part of ‘Entrance’) 
 
Remarks: 
Obviously time will need to be allocated for this part of worship. The sermon occupies a central part in the service, 
but not the final part. This has implications for planning and timing the service. 
 
IV. Departure 
This is also an important part, and often not emphasized, part of worship. 
Its functions are:  
1. to bring to closure the worship experience 
2. to bring mission and mandate into focus as the people disperse into the world (baying been reoriented anew) 
 
It should be celebratory, optimistic, and proclamational with strong notions of going forth” into home, community, 
school, employment, recreation, etc. 
 
Which is, of course, a very narrow form of response. 
 
Elements include: 
*announcements (set in a context of departure as opportunities to proclaim Christ and advance his kingdom) 
*benediction and words of dismissal 
*hymn or song of dismissal--mission/mandate focus or keeping presence of God focus. 
*recessional 
 
Remarks: 
This part of the service can create a continuous and powerful ongoing missiological emphasis for the life of the 
church. We lament the lack of evangelistic and missiological fervour of the church, and here in the context of 
appropriate worship is a tool for creating this emphasis anew. 
 
 
A. Conclusion 

Every worship has an order and structure. The question is, are we going to think it through or simply try to 
allow it to happen. We are deeply concerned about manipulation, and taking away the freedom of the Holy Spirit 
(whose temple we are, corporately and individually), However, planning and structure does not need either to 
manipulate or restrict the freedom of the Spirit. To suggest that poor planning, no planning, or chaos avoids either of 
these liabilities is myopic and misguided thinking. The Spirit works through order, and through the lives of godly 
people who plan, lead and participate in ‘engagement with God.” Flexibility and creativity are necessary, and 
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unchanging ritual is lethal. But some structure is essential. 
 
It is fascinating to go back and reflect on the theology of worship observed in the initial engagement with God and 
his people on Mt. Sinai per Leviticus 19 and 24. The observations made at that point fell under the following 
rubrics: 
 
*The meeting was initiated and called by God 
*There was full participation and involvement even though various people carried out different roles and functions 
*There was serious preparation on the part of the people of God 
*Proclamatjon of the Word of God was central to the meeting with God 
*conscious and deliberate assent was given by the people 
*cornmunal activity was involved in eating together 
*The worship was culminated and climaxed by dramatic symbol 
 
Announcements should only include total church concerns. Limited concerns such as deacons meetings, teachers 
meetings, etc. can be communicated in the bulletin and via limited memos and announcements. 
*there was a sending home, a departure in celebration and witness 
 
As we examine the presentation of worship presented by Webber and others, we see the validity of the basic 
structure, intent, and consequence theologically and biblically. 
 
‘Worship is the supreme and only indispensable activity of the Christian church. May God give us the resolve to 
plan, implement, and participate well for his glory and for the advancement of his kingdom.’ 


