
On the Distinction between Public Worship and Private Worship 

As you know, the measures that are being taken to slow the spread of the 
coronavirus have forced Christians to find alternate ways to sanctify the 
Lord’s  Day.   A number  of  churches  are  live-streaming  entire  worship 
services  in  which  the  only  people  actually  present  are  the  pastor, 
musician(s),  and  technical  support  person(s).   I  certainly  respect  these 
churches for their efforts to help God’s people continue to practice the faith 
in  difficult  circumstances.   But  perhaps  some  in  our  congregation  are 
wondering why we are not taking an approach like that.  I would like to 
take a moment to offer some thoughts on the nature of public worship and 
how this informs our handling of this situation.

When we look at  Scripture,  we find that  there  is  a  distinction between 
public worship and private worship.  Private worship is expected of all 
Christians, as we see in passages like Deut. 6:6-7, Dan. 6:10, Matt. 6:6, and 
Eph. 6:18.  Ideally, private worship is something in which we engage every 
day of the week.  We worship God in private by reading the Bible, praying, 
singing  to  God,  reading  and  memorizing  the  catechisms,  and  studying 
sound Christian literature and other teaching resources.  Private worship 
especially  relates  to  the  duty  of  a  father  and  husband,  as  head  of  the 
household, to see to the spiritual nurture of his wife and children (see Eph. 
5:25-28; 6:4).  As for Christians who live alone or with non-Christian family 
members, they too are called to give worship to God on a daily basis (see 
Ps. 145:2).  

Public worship consists of the times each Lord’s Day when God’s covenant 
people are convoked in solemn assembly at his command (see Ex. 20:8-11; 
Acts 20:7; Heb. 10:23-25) under the oversight of those whom God has called 
to lead his church (see Acts 20:28; 1 Thess. 5:12-13; Heb. 13:17).   As our 
Book of Church Order explains, 



“While believers are to worship in secret as individuals and in 
private  as  families,  they  are  also  to  worship  as  churches  in 
assemblies  of  public  worship,  which  are  not  carelessly  or 
willfully to be neglected or forsaken.   Public  worship occurs 
when  God,  by  his  Word  and  Spirit,  through  the  lawful 
government  of  the  church,  calls  his  people  to  assemble  to 
worship him together.” (DPW I.A.1.c).  

In  public  worship,  the  Word  of  God  is  proclaimed,  the  sacraments  are 
administered,  and  the  service  is  conducted  by  the  minister  under  the 
oversight of the session as a whole.  The members of the congregation are 
not  passive  spectators  in  this,  but  are  to  participate  actively  in  all  the 
elements of the service.   

There  are  times  when an  individual  believer  is  providentially  hindered 
from attending public worship on the Lord’s Day.  In such instances, it is 
good for that believer to engage in private worship and perhaps make use 
of a recorded or broadcasted sermon that is doctrinally sound, but this is 
not the same thing as being present at public worship.  A person cannot 
“attend” a worship service without actually being there.  One of the ways 
in which this is made obvious is by the fact that those who are not present 
cannot participate in the administration of the Lord’s Supper.  

When all of God’s people are hindered from attending public worship, as is 
the case in our present situation, public worship cannot even take place.  
While our church is employing technology to provide for our members’ 
edification and our officers are keeping in regular contact with people to 
ensure  that  we are  caring  for  them,  we have  decided against  trying  to 
replicate  public  worship  online  when  it  is  not  really  happening.   Such 
efforts could end up having unintended effects that would not be helpful.  
See these online articles by Chris Gordon and R. Scott Clark for further 
thoughts on this.

https://agradio.org/should-churches-really-do-ghost-town-worship
https://heidelblog.net/2020/03/should-you-give-yourself-communion-at-home/


Instead, under these unusual circumstances, we are providing direction to 
our church’s families and members in the exercise of private worship on 
the  Lord’s  Day.   This  is  not  a  matter  of  engaging in  public  worship in 
multiple locations.  That would be a contradiction in terms, since public 
worship is  by definition the assembly  of  God’s people.   Rather,  this  is  a 
special use of private worship in a situation where public worship is not 
possible.  

To encourage and help our members in this,  we are uploading a newly 
recorded sermon, distributing a guide for home worship, emailing material 
for you to read on the Lord’s Day, and directing you to resources like the 
free  Ligonier  teaching  series  (I  especially  recommend  Robert  Godfrey’s 
new series on “The Life of Samson,” which my family started viewing this 
past  Sunday).   I  realize  that  families  or  couples  who  are  not  already 
engaging in private worship together may find this a bit awkward at first.  
That’s okay.  Do it anyway.  And then use this as a springboard to help you 
to start having brief times of family prayer and Bible reading on the other 
days of the week.

While we all miss gathering for public worship, it  would seem that our 
Lord is giving us an opportunity to grow in our exercise of family piety 
and private piety, as well as in our setting apart of the Lord’s Day.  And he 
has  even helped us  out  by making sure  that  there  aren’t  any sports  to 
watch!
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https://www.ligonier.org/blog/all-teaching-series-now-free-stream/

