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While many of the calls to worship in the Old Testament depict an individualistic worship (for example, 
see Psalm 5:3, “In the morning I will order my prayer to You and eagerly watch”), yet, there are 
references to corporate worship both in Old Testament times (Psalm 95:1, “Come, let us sing for joy to 
the Lord”) and in the future (Psalm 22:27 “All the families of the nations will worship before You”). 
However, virtually all of the Old Testament descriptions of formal worship gatherings depict periodic 
feasts and festivals held at the tabernacle or later at the temple (see the references to the ‘holy 
convocations’ of Leviticus 23) or grand celebrations such as 2 Chronicles 7 where the Temple was being 
dedicated. In these formal gatherings, the meeting place was always the tabernacle/temple because this 
structure was the divine symbol of God’s presence with His people (see Exodus 40:34-35, 1 Kings 8:11, 2 
Chronicles 5:15, 7:1-2, Ezekiel 43:5, 44:4).  

The temple, however, was destroyed almost 600 years before Christ, and New Testament verses show 
Jews gathering in smaller groups which met in synagogues (Matthew 4:23 and many others). Thus we 
see Jesus and later Paul going to the synagogue in order to teach and preach. To some degree, the 
synagogue services became forerunners of our Christian worship gatherings of today, but with one 
major difference. Unlike the temple, the synagogue was not a divine symbol of God’s presence with His 
people. It was simply a gathering place for those who were hungry for God to show Himself again. 
Because they lacked that dominating, visible evidence of God’s presence (the tabernacle/temple), they 
met instead in small, scattered groups.  

But the symbol of God’s presence changed at the coming of Jesus. “The word became flesh and 
[tabernacled] among us,” John 1:14 says. In other words, Jesus, Himself became the symbol of God’s 
presence with us. When Jesus said, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up” (John 2:19), 
“He was speaking of the temple of His body,” John 2:21 says. In Jesus, God is now visibly with us again, 
and the visible presence of Jesus now becomes a key factor in determining what worship is to look like 
for New Testament believers. 

In one sense, we are called to be worshipping at all times and in all locations. Hebrews 13:15 says, 
“Through Him then, let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that 
give thanks to His name.” This aspect of worship has nothing to do with places of worship or even with 
who is worshipping with us. In other words, we really can worship God on our own or by ourselves or in 
whatever place or manner we choose. In fact, we are called to make such worship a part of our 
continual worship.   

This does not, however, make worship entirely a matter of individual preference and choice. Doing so 
would miss the teaching of the New Testament on the significance of “the body of Christ.” When this 
phrase is used in the New Testament it refers sometimes to Jesus’ physical body (John 2:20, Romans 7:4, 1 
Corinthians 10:16) and sometimes to the people who now partner together in the name of Jesus. In other 
words, “the body of Christ” sometimes refers to the church, as in Ephesians 4:12 where the “equipping of 
the saints for the work of service” functions to “the building up of the body of Christ.” This second 
definition of “the body of Christ” is explicitly stated in Ephesians 1:23, which speaks of “the church, which 
is His body” and Colossians 1:24, which speaks of “His body, which is the church.” This same teaching is 
expressed in Old Testament language in 1 Corinthians 3:16 which asks the question, “Do you not know 
that you are a temple of the Holy Spirit and that the Spirit of God dwells in you.” This verse is almost 



always applied to individuals. While this is not entirely wrong, it does miss an important point being made 
by this verse. The three instances of ‘you’ in 1 Corinthians 3:16 are each plural in tense. In other words, 
Paul wasn’t addressing individual believers here. He was addressing believers who had united together in 
the name of Jesus (a local church), saying, “Do you-who-are-united-in-Jesus not know that all-of-you-
together are a (singular) temple and that the Spirit of God dwells in you as a singular body of united 
believers? Together we constitute not multiple temples, but one temple. The Holy Spirit dwells not merely 
in each one of us as individuals (though He certainly does that), but also in all of us together as a church. (2 
Corinthians 6:16 makes a similar assertion regarding both the temple and the Spirit.) Recognizing the 
corporate aspect of God’s New Testament temple (the church) and a corporate aspect to the filling of the 
Holy Spirit helps us see that Paul is making a direct link, here, between the Old Testament temple (which 
signified the presence of God with His people) and the church today as it gathers together. Today, when 
the church gathers together to worship God, we (together) represent the very presence of God on this 
earth. This is a corporate function, not an individual function, and this is the teaching which makes it 
impossible to rightly follow Jesus without participating in a regular gathering of believers.  

But couldn’t we rightly say that any gathering of believers can be called ‘the church’? Could my regular 
attendance at a small group or at an Adult Bible Fellowship or at a para-church gathering be considered 
a proper substitute for involvement in the corporate worship of my local church? What rightly 
constitutes the church? This is a particularly difficult question to answer in an age of 10,000 
denominations and an unknown number of independent and/or house churches. But the best way to 
get at this question is to ask another. In the New Testament, what was the church called to do when 
they gathered together? Surely the starting point for answering the questions above is to ask if my 
group of choice is doing those things which the Scriptures call a church to do – things such as… 

• reading and preaching Scripture (1 Timothy 4:13)  
• singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs (Ephesians 5:18-19, Colossians 3:16) 
• praying (1 Timothy 2:1-2, 8) 
• baptizing believers (Matthew 28:19) 
• celebrating the Lord’s Table together (1 Corinthians 11:17-34) 
• stirring up one another to love and good deeds (Hebrews 10:24-25) 
• giving generously (Acts 2:45, 1 Corinthians 16:1-3) 

Is my group of choice doing these things?  

But let me raise one caution in answering this question. Our tendency on teachings such as those listed 
above is to receive them as individuals, as if the command is for me to personally give attention to the 
reading of Scripture, to the singing of psalms, to praying, etc. While this is not absurdly wrong in its 
application, it misses the context of all of the above teachings. These instructions were all given to a 
community of believers (1 Corinthians, Ephesians, Colossians) or were addressed to those who would be 
leading a community of believers (1 Timothy, Matthew 28:19). And even if the unidentified recipients of 
the letter to the Hebrews were simply individuals (which is unlikely), they were being urged to be 
“assembling together” into a community of believers (Hebrews 10:25). It is the whole church (together) 
which is being called to read, sing, pray, baptize, commune, stir one another up to love, and give.  

So the question becomes, does the group I would like to use as a substitute for corporate worship 
practice each of the things commanded above? If they do, then I would feel free to call it a church in the 
biblical sense and would consider my involvement with that group to be a faithful adherence to the call 
of Scripture. If, however, my group of choice does not observe one or more of the practices named 
above, I would consider it necessary to also engage with a group which observes each of the above 
practices. This would assure that I am truly a participating member of that one thing which represents 
the present day evidence of God’s continuing presence with us – the church gathered.   


