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Foreword 

Christians are adept at the loose use of language. What exactly 
does 'bless' mean? And what is the purpose and character of the 
type of Christian meeting that we call a 'service'? In this book 
David Peterson addresses himself to the latter of these two 
questions and he does a notable service for his readers . He 
rightly recognizes that to call a Christian meeting 'worship' gives 
a one-sided impression of an occasion on which we do some
thing, and that we need to realize more and more that it should 
be an 'engagement' with God, in which he acts towards us and 
we act towards him - in the context of a fellowship or mutual 
bond between the various people taking part. 

All this is dealt with in a manner that is biblical, comprehen
sive, practical and simple. That is to say, the author cuts back 
through the undergrowth of our inherited traditions to the clar
ity and straightforwardness of the biblical teaching and lets it 
challenge us. He gives an overview of Scripture teaching as a 
whole, which brings out the varying accents of its different parts 
and which will provide a valuable aid for the more academic 
study of the topic: the book reflects a thorough knowledge of the 
scholarly literature on every page. He writes, however, with a 
practical bent to help Christians today to retrieve the richness of 
biblical worship, so that the church can be built up and become 
more faithful to its intended pattern. And, despite the scholar
ship behind it, all this is done with a beautiful simplicity and 
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ENGAGING WITH GOD 

clarity that makes the book readily available to a wide circle of 
readers. 

Here, then, is the guide to the biblical teaching on worship 
which has long been needed. It needs no recommendation from 
me, for its virtues are manifest, but I am glad to introduce the 
author to a wider public. David Peterson is a lecturer at Moore 
Theological College in Sydney, Australia, and already the 
author of a major work on Hebrews and Perfection (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1982). This new book will further 
enhance his reputation as a fine scholar with a lively concern for 
the life of God's people. 

I. Howard Marshall 
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Introduction 

Worship is the supreme and only indispensable 
activity of the Christian Church. It alone will endure, 
like the love for God which it expresses, into heaven, 
when all other activities of the Church will have 
passed away. It must therefore, even more strictly 
than any of the less essenti2'.l doings of the Church, 
come under the criticism and control of the revelation 
on which the Church is founded} 

Considering the outpouring of books on worship in recent years, 
it is obviously a subject of great interest and importance for 
contemporary Christians. Yet, sadly, worship is an issue that 
continues to divide us, both across the denominations and within 
particular congregations. Even those who desire to bring their 
theology and practice under. the criticism and control of the 
biblical revelation can find themselves in serious conflict with 
one another. Most of us are more conditioned by custom and 
personal preference in this matter than we would care to admit! 

Despite the so-called 'experiments in worship' that are wide
spread today, church-goers regularly express dissatisfaction and 
confess that they are still uncertain about the meaning and 
purpose of what is commonly called worship. Many are defen
sive about their traditions because they cannot see the need for 
significant change. Some wander from church to church, looking 
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for the particular pattern of ministry that appeals to them. 
Above all, what seems to be so lacking in congregational life, and 
in books purporting to advise us about church services, is any 
serious attempt to grapple with a broadly based biblical theology 
of worship. What, after all, does the Bible mean by 'worship' 
and how does it relate to the other great issues of the Christian 
life? 

What really is worship? 

In everyday speech, Christian worship is usually identified with 
certain public religious activities, such as going to church or 
more particularly singing hymns, saying prayers, listening to 
sermons or participating in the Lord's Supper. Yet few would 
want to deny that private devotions are an important aspect of 
worship. Scripture indicates in various ways that a genuine 
relationship with God will be grounded in a life of personal 
prayer and praise. Indeed, one of the issues in the contemporary 
scene is a hungering for more self-expression and personal fulfil
ment in church services. People want to be stirred and chal
lenged, or comforted and consoled, at an individual level. They 
want church services to be a source of encouragement for them 
in their everyday discipleship. Although this may to some extent 
reflect the preoccupation of our age with self-development and 
self-realization, it is a reminder that genuine worship will have 
both a private and a public dimension. 

Is worship, then, essentially an experience or feeling? Is it 
to be identified with a special sense of the presence of God, or 
with some kind of religious ecstasy or with expressions of deep 
humiliation before God? Are there special moments in a 
Christian meeting when we are truly 'worshipping' God? Are 
church services to be measured by the extent to which 
they enable the participants to enter into such experiences? 
Such a subjective approach is often reflected in the comments 
people make about Christian gatherings, but it has little to do 
with biblical teaching on the matter. Furthermore, it creates 
significant problems for relationships amongst Christians, 
since not all will share in the same experience and some will 
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INTRODUCTION 

inevitably be made to feel that their worship is inferior. 
Worship must involve certain identifiable attitudes, but 
something is seriously wrong when people equate spiritual 
self-gratification with worship!2 

Words, words, words 
A traditional starting-point for discussions about Christian wor
ship has been the observation that the English word 'worship' 
means by derivation 'to attribute worth', suggesting that to 
worship God is to ascribe to him supreme worth. This definition 
draws attention to the notion that we are to render to God the 
glory or praise that is due to him (e.g. Ps. 96:7-8; Rev. 5:12) , but 
does it provide an adequate basis for exposing the totality of 
scriptural teaching on the subject? Worship defined in this way 
need not have anything at all to do with the particularity of 
biblical revelation. It leaves open the possibility of people mak
ing their own assessment of God's worth and the response which 
they consider to be adequate. 3 

The fact that some worship in the Old Testament was 
regarded as unacceptable to God (e.g. Gn. 4:3- 7; Ex. 32; Is . I) , 
is a reminder that what is impressive or seems appropriate to us 
may be offensive to him. When New Testament writers talk 
about acceptable worship, they similarly imply that there are 
attitudes and activities that are definitely not pleasing to God 
(e.g . Rom. 12:1-2; 14:17- 18; Reb. 12:28-29; 13:16). 

There is a large vocabulary of words in Scripture that can 
contribute to our understanding of the whole theme or doctrine 
of worship. One of the aims of this book is to discover what can 
be learned from observing how certain key worship terms are 
used in both Old and New Testaments. Ifa definition of worship 
is to be attempted, it cannot simply be based on the derivation or 
common application of the English word 'worship' . 

Worship as a life orientation 
The theme of worship is far more central and significant in 
Scripture than many Christians imagine. It is intimately linked 
with all the major emphases of biblical theology such as creation, 
sin, covenant, redemption, the people of God and the future 
hope. Far from being a peripheral subject, it has to do with the 
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fundamental question of how we can be in a right relationship 
with God and please him in all that we do. One way or another, 
most of the books from Genesis to Revelation are concerned with 
this issue. 

Although there is a preoccupation with what may be termed 
specifically 'religious' activities in various Old Testament con
texts , ritual provisions are set within the broader framework of 
teaching about life under the rule of God. In fact , worship 
theology expresses the dimensions of a life orientation or total 
relationship with the true and living God. This becomes even 
more obvious when the theme of worship in the New Testament 
is examined. Contemporary Christians obscure the breadth and 
depth of the Bible's teaching on this subject when they persist in 
using the word 'worship' in the usual, limited fashion, applying 
it mainly to what goes on in Sunday services. 

Christianity emerged at a time when Jewish and pagan 
authors were giving new interpretations to old ideas about wor
ship. How different is the perspective of the New Testament 
writers and why do they adapt the familiar terminology of wor
ship as they do? How do they envisage that God is to be 
approached, honoured and adored? 

Such questions cannot be answered simply by examining 
what the early Christians did when they met together, or by 
reflecting on what they said about the significance of those 
gatherings. The first disciples were drawn into what may be 
called a worshipping relationship with Jesus Christ on the basis 
of his words and actions, culminating in his death and resurrec
tion and the consequent outpouring of the Holy Spirit. Following 
his own example, they began to use some of the language of 
worship to indicate the significance of his person and work and 
to explore the dimensions of the relationship with God which 
they now enjoyed in him. Jesus' teaching about the functions of 
the Jewish temple being fulfilled by him began one line of 
development. His teaching about his death as a sacrifice inaug
urating a new covenant was another source of inspiration for 
early Christian theology. 

Worship in the New Testament is a comprehensive category 
describing the Christian's total existence. It is coextensive with 
the faith-response wherever and whenever that response is elic-
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INTRODUCTION 

ited. Consequently, 'our traditional understanding of worship as 
restricted to the cultic gathering of the congregation at a desig
nated time and place for rite and proclamation will no longer do. 
This is not what the New Testament means by worship.'4 

Divine and human action 
There is no doubt that Scripture has much to say about the part 
we play in the adoration and service of God. So, worship is often 
defined quite broadly as our response to God. 5 However, there is 
an important theological context to be considered when worship 
is presented in such terms. That is, we need to ask what role God 
plays in the engagement or relationship which is true and 
acceptable worship. At one level we must discover from his own 
self-revelation in Scripture what pleases him. We cannot simply 
determine for ourselves what is honouring to him. 

More fundamentally, the Bible tells us that God must draw us 
into relationship with himself before we can respond to him 
acceptably.6 The worship provisions of the Old Testament are 
presented as an expression of the covenant relationship estab
lished by God between himself and Israel. Similarly, in the New 
Testament, worship theology is intimately connected with the 
establishment and outworking of the new covenant. Acceptable 
worship under both covenants is a matter of responding to God's 
initiative in salvation and revelation, and doing so in the way 
that he requires. 

In particular, we need to take seriously the extraordinary 
biblical perspective that acceptable worship is something made 
possible for us by God. Of special significance in this regard is the 
Old Testament teaching about God drawing near to Israel so 
that his people might draw near to him. The New Testament 
points to the fulfilment of these ideas in the person and work of 
Jesus Christ. Again, the Old Testament teaches that the sacrifi
cial system, which was given by God to be the means of dealing 
with the problem of sin and maintaining covenant relationship 
with his people, was only effective because of his promise and his 
gracious enabling. Such teaching finds important expression in 
the New Testament focus on Christ's death as the means by 
which we are sustained in an eternal relationship with God . 
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Engaging with God 
In one sense this whole study is an attempt to define the nature 
of Christian worship, so that no comprehensive definition can be 
offered until important questions have been faced. How can God 
be known and approached? What must God do to enable his 
people to meet with him? What difference has the coming of 
Jesus made to biblical perspectives on this subject? What is the 
relationship between the activities of the Christian meeting and 
what we may call the worship of everyday life? Nevertheless, as I 
begin to answer these questions, I will test the hypothesis that 
the worship of the living and true God is essentially an engagement 
with him on the terms that he proposes and in the way that he alone makes 
possible. 7 

How does this book approach the subject? 

Before any exploration of New Testament theology can take 
place, there is a need to understand how people in the ancient 
world thought that God or the gods should be honoured. This 
book begins with a focus on some of the beliefs and practices of 
Old Testament religion, as a background for expounding New 
Testament perspectives. The second chapter examines the use of 
some key words for worship in the Old Testament and non
biblical writings. Here the question of definition is faced again, 
as different dimensions of Israel's engagement with God are 
uncovered. Observing the way that various New Testament 
writers employ the language of worship, and looking carefully at 
the relevant context in each case, subsequent chapters seek to 
establish a particular writer's theology of worship. Word studies 
lead into a broader historical and theological investigation of the 
theme in the relevant New Testament books. 

The method followed here is that of biblical theology, which 
attempts to study God and his scriptural revelation with a 
special emphasis on the historical context of each section of 
Scripture. 'Systematic theology builds toward a system; dogmatic 
theology enunciates and defends dogmas; philosophic and spec
ulative theologies rationally philosophize and speculate; however, 
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biblical theology seeks to exegete and present that which each 
inspired Bible writer is himself in situ presenting.'8 This disci
pline aims to bring the contents of the Bible to a greater degree of 
systematization than is found immediately in the Bible itself, but 
to remain 'as close as possible to the method God himself has 
used in giving us his revelation' .9 As well as interpreting key 
passages in their immediate context, this method seeks to expose 
the progressive and developing character of God 's revelation 
within the pages of Scripture. This perspective can be lost or 
obscured by any attempt to organize and integrate the biblical 
evidence on purely logical or thematic grounds. 

Considering the urgency of the practical issues raised in this 
introduction, some readers may feel frustrated at the prospect of 
a detailed analysis of biblical teaching when they are looking for 
advice about improving next Sunday's church services! I believe, 
however, that we have enough how-to-do-it books and not 
enough reflection on worship as a total biblical idea. Worship is 
a subject that should dominate our lives seven days a week. 
Vitality and meaning will not be restored to Christian gatherings 
until those who lead and those who participate can recover a 
biblical perspective on their meetings, seeing them in relation to 
God's total plan and purpose for his people. Nevertheless, this 
book offers important practical conclusions as the argument 
progresses and it is my hope that it will cont'ribute significantly 
to the renewal of Christian life and witness, when congregations 
gather, and when they move out again to serve God in their 
everyday lives. 

I want to express my gratitude to Dr Bruce Winter, Warden of 
Tyndale House, Cambridge, and to his Academic Sub-Com
mittee, for the granting of a fellowship, which enabled me to 
write so much of this book in the stimulating and encouraging 
environment of that institution. I am also greatly indebted to Dr 
Peter Jensen, Principal of Moore Theological College, Sydney, 
and to the College Council, for .the provision of study leave and 
financial assistance to pursue my research overseas. Apprecia
tion must also be expressed to Professor Howard Marshall, who 
has kindly read and criticized much of my material and wrote 
the Foreword . Dr Peter O'Brien, Dr John Kleinig, and Dr John 
Woodhouse also responded to various sections of the book with 
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keen insight and helpful comments. This work is dedicated with 
much affection to my sons, Mark, Chris and Daniel. 

Notes 
I W. Nicholls, Jacob's Ladder: The Meaning of Worship, Ecumenical Studies in 
Worship No. 4 (London: Lutterworth, 1958), 'p. 9. 
2 G. Kendrick, Worship (Eastbourne: Kingsway, 1984 = Learning to Worship as a 
Way of Lift, Minneapolis: Bethany House, 1985, p. 32), rightly condemns a 
particular expression of this: 'as if the highest achievement of our whole 
pilgrimage on earth was to enter some kind of praise-induced ecstasy! ' 
3 Note the helpful criticism of this common approach to the subject by P. W. 
Hoon, The Integrity of Worship {Nashville: Abingdon, 1971}, pp. 91-94. 
4 P. W. Hoon, Worship , p. 17 (cJ. also pp. 31-32) . Nevertheless, Hoon's own 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Engaging with God in the 
Old Testament 

He has revealed his word to Jacob, 
his laws and decrees to Israel. 

He has done this for no other nation; 
they do not know his laws. 

Praise the LORD. 

(Ps. 147:19- 20) 

For many Christians, the Old Testament remains a mysterious 
and seemingly irrelevant book. At no point does it appear more 
distant from the needs and aspirations of people in secularized 
cultures than when it focuses on the temple, the sacrificial sys
tem and the priesthood. Yet these institutions were at the very 
heart of ancient thinking about worship and their significance 
must be grasped if New Testament teaching is to be properly 
understood. Most books on Christian worship focus too nar
rowly on what people said and did in New Testament times. 
They fail to highlight fundamental beliefs about engaging with 
God that are common to both sections of the biblical canon. 

A theology of worship must consider key themes such as 
revelation, redemption, God's covenant with Israel and the call 
for his people to live as a distinct and separate nation. Once the 
connection between worship and these themes is established and 
traced through to the New Testament, the distinctiveness of 
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biblical teaching emerges. This becomes even clearer when bibli
cal perspectives are compared with pagan thinking and practice 
in the ancient world. 

What the New Testament says about worship, however, also 
sometimes stands in stark contrast to the perspectives of the Old 
Testament. Despite the continuity between the Testaments, the 
gospel demands a transformation of many of the traditional 
categories and patterns of worship. History shows that 
Christians have sometimes wrongly applied Old Testament 
terms and concepts to the church and different aspects of 
Christian worship. One of the aims of this book is, therefore, 
to expose the discontinuity between the Testaments on this 
subject. 

Worship and revelation 

Holy places in the ancient world 
The great concern of people in the ancient world was to know 
where the presence of a god could be found and to know the 
names of gods so that they could be approached and communion 
with them established. Certain localities came to be identified as 
the dwelling-places of the gods, and here altars were erected and 
patterns of worship established. Part of the tradition of the 
shrine or temple would be the story of how the place had come to 
be recognized as the abode of the god. If there were several 
sanctuaries dedicated to the same god, it was recognized that 
they were but copies of the god's true dwelling-place, like Mount 
Olympus in Greek mythology, which remained remote from the 
world of humanity. 1 

Even in cultures where no prominence was given to elaborate 
temples, knowing the place where a god's presence could be 
found was still extremely important. The people of Canaan, 
among whom the Israelites came to dwell, had their own flour
ishing religion , involving many simple sanctuaries dedicated to 
the gods Baal, EI and Anat. According to the Ras Shamra texts, 
which reveal much of Canaanite mythology in the fifteenth 
century BC and earlier, each of these gods is said to have had a 
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dwelling-place on a particular sacred mountain, at some inac
cessible point where heaven and earth meet. 2 From such moun
tains their rule over the land and their influence upon its life 
were believed to flow. 

The covenant-making God of Israel 
Against this background, the Old Testament affirms that the one 
and only creator and lord of the universe had made himself 
known to the forefathers of Israel at particular times and in 
particular places. In so doing, he initiated a relationship with 
Abraham, which was later confirmed with Isaac, Jacob and his 
descendants, promising to make them into a great nation. They 
were to possess the land of Canaan and be uniquely blessed by 
God, so that all the peoples on earth might be blessed through 
them (e.g . Gn. 12:1-3, 7; 13:14-17; 15:1-8, 12-16) . In this way it 
was shown that a relationship with the true God could be 
enjoyed only on the basis of his own self-revelation in history. 

It is a distinctive feature of Old Testament religion that when 
God revealed himself more was involved than displays of power 
in nature or supernatural phenomena. Words of covenant prom
ise and demand lie at the heart of God's encounters with the 
patriarchs. Even before God engaged with them in this way, the 
Bible indicates that those who called upon him and sought to 
serve him did so within the context of his continuing communi
cation with them (e.g . Noah in Gn. 6 - 9). 

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob built altars throughout Canaan to 
mark the sites where God manifested himself to them under 
various names (e.g . Gn. 12:7-8; 13:14-18; 28:10-22) . Sacrifice 
was not offered at any spot which might happen to be conven
ient, but only at those sites in particular.3 In this way, it was 
demonstrated that God's promises were believed by those who 
received them, that the land actually belonged to him and that 
he would give it to his people at the appropriate time. Since 
heaven was recognized as his actual dwelling-place (e.g. Gn. 1l:5; 
18:21; 21:17; 22:11; 24:7; 28:12), it was not considered that God 
was limited to special holy places but that he had simply chosen 
to manifest his character and will for his people at such sites. As 
'the God of Abraham', 'the God ofIsaac' and 'the God of Jacob' , 
he was also linked to certain definite persons, as well as certain 
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definite places. In short, 'the religion of the patriarchs shows a 
real personal communion between men and the deity who acted 
as their leader'. 4 

The decisive manifestation of God's glory and power to Israel 
was at Mount Sinai, after his mighty act of redeeming them 
from Egypt. The exodus had to take place before the promises 
made to their forefathers could be fulfilled and further revela
tion could be given. In drawing the people to that mountain, 
God was drawing them to himself (Ex. 19:4). At 'the moun
tain of God' (3:1; 4:27; 18:5; 24:13), Israel was enabled to 
approach God and acknowledge him as rescuer and lord. 
Here the terms of the relationship were set out in great 
detail and the pattern for acceptable worship was laid down 
by God . 

In the 'Song of Moses' (Ex. 15:1-18), which celebrates the 
victory of the exodus and the anticipated conquest of Canaan, 
the whole land promised to Israel is described as the 'mountain' 
of God's inheritance, the place chosen by their redeemer for his 
dwelling (v. 17, if. Ps. 78:54) . It is 'the sanctuary' where God's 
presence may be found and from where 'the LORD will reign for 
ever and ever' (v. 18).5 This concept finds its ultimate expression 
in the Old Testament in the choice of Mount Zion as the temple 
site and as the place to which, in the prophetic view of the future, 
all the nations must eventually come in pilgrimage to Israel's 
God (e.g. Is. 2:1-3). 

Worship and redemption 

The worship of God's people in the Bible is distinctive in that it 
is regularly presented as the worship offered by those who have 
been redeemed. Acceptable worship does not start with human 
intuition or inventiveness, but with the action of God. The 
earliest books of the Bible emphasize God's initiative in reveal
ing his character and will to his people, rescuing them from other 
lords in order to serve him exclusively, and establishing the 
pattern of response by which their relationship with him could 
be maintained. Scholars have shown many parallels between 
Old Testament religious practices and those of other nations in 
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the ancient world , but what remains unique in the Bible is the 
theological framework within which the various rituals and 
institutions were understood and used . 

Mount Sinai and the faith of Israel 
Fundamental to the faith which united the twelve tribes of Israel 
was the revelation of God at Horeb or Mount Sinai. This unique 
encounter explains Israel's sense of God's special presence with 
them, and indicates why they regarded themselves as his holy 
people and bound to relate to him in a distinctive way.6 The 
book of Exodus is especially important for our study because it 
establishes a clear connection between Israel's pattern of 
approach to God and his redemptive purposes for his people. 
The significance of this portion of Scripture for an understanding 
of certain New Testament perspectives on worship can hardly be 
exaggerated. 7 

The early chapters of Exodus suggest that a pilgrimage to 
meet God at 'the mountain of God' is the immediate focus of the 
narrative, and that liberation from slavery in Egypt was for the 
purpose of divine service or 'worship'. Exodus 3 records a prior 
meeting between God and Moses on the mountain. Here God 
assured Moses that he would rescue his people from slavery in 
Egypt and give them possession of the land promised to their 
forefathers (vv. 7-10) . At the same time, Moses was told, 'When 
you have brought the people out of Egypt, you will worship God 
on this mountain' (v. 12).8 The precise meaning of such termi
nology will be investigated in the next chapter, but a number of 
requests from Moses to Pharaoh about this meeting with God 
suggest that it would certainly involve sacrifice and the holding 
of a religious festival.9 On that mountain, the special name by 
which Israel was to call upon God was also revealed (vv. 13-15). 
I t is usually represented in English translations as ' the LORD' , 

but sometimes as 'Yahweh' . 
With the redemption from Egypt accomplished and Israel 

gathered at Sinai, we are told that Moses went up the mountain 
to meet God. There he was instructed to remind the people of 
how the LORD had graciously brought them to himself by his 
mighty acts on their behalf (19:3-4). Moses was then told to 
declare to the assembled Israelites what it meant to be the 
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people whom God had uniquely drawn into relationship with 
himself: 

Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, 
then out of all the nations you will be my treasured 
possession. Although the whole earth is mine, you 
will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation 
(Ex. 19:5-6) . 

Such terminology suggests that the engagement with God at 
Sinai was to inaugurate a total-life pattern of service or worship 
for the nation. Their salvation had been in fulfilment of the 
covenant made with the patriarchs and now they were being told 
how to keep that covenant and live out the relationship it 
implied . 

A common factor in the three terms describing Israel's voca
tion here ('my treasured possession', 'a kingdom of priests', 'a 
holy nation') is the note of separation from the nations in order 
to be uniquely at God's disposal. The Israelites were drawn into 
a special or sanctified relationship with God from amongst the 
nations . They were chosen to demonstrate what it meant to live 
under the direct rule of God, which is actually 'the biblical aim 
for the whole world'.lo As such, they were to be the means by 
which God's original promise to Abraham of bringing blessing to 
all the nations would be enacted (if. Gn. 12:1-3). As a priestly 
kingdom, they were to serve the LORD exclusively and thus be a 
people. through whom his character and will might be displayed 
to the world. 'Just as a priest is separated from an ancient society 
in order to serve it and serves it by his distinctiveness, so Israel 
serves her world by maintaining her distance and her difference 
from it.'11 

The giving of the words of God 

The remainder of Exodus 19 deals with the special preparations 
of the Israelites for their encounter with God and the account of 
the actual theophany or manifestation of God to them. Moses 
was to set boundaries around the mountain for the protection of 
the people, with special instructions regarding its approach and 
severe warnings concerning the breaking of those boundaries. 
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The people were to be ritually pure so that they could approach 
God, on his terms, at his holy mountain. The awesomeness of the 
theophany is then conveyed with imagery that attempts to iden
tify something supernatural and essentially indescribable. Here 
God in his majestic holiness confronted them and intruded into 
their lives. Significantly, God spoke to Moses in the midst of this 
display of his power and glory. Indeed, it is stated that the 
purpose of this awesome manifestation was to enable Israel 
always to trust in Moses as the mediator of God's will (v. 9) . The 
outworking of that trust would be obedience to the words of God 
(if. v. 8). 

Exodus 20 reinforces the idea that Israel's relationship with 
God was not to be at the level of the mysterious and the irra
tional. They were to enjoy a personal and moral fellowship with 
the one who gave his ten 'words' or commandments as an 
integral part of the whole experience of his coming to them. 
These state the fundamental principles ofliving in a relationship 
with the God who had graciously brought them 'out of the 
land of slavery' and consecrated them to himself. Their call for 
exclusive devotion to the God who had redeemed them 
involved not only the avoidance of idolatry, the sanctifying of 
God's name, and the observance of the sabbath (vv. I-II), but 
also obedience to God in the everyday relationships of family 
and nation (vv. 12-17). The lengthy collection of laws or 'judg
ments' in Exodus 20:22 - 23:33 functioned as an application of 
those principles for various aspects of life in the promised land. 
In this way, the implications of being 'a kingdom of priests 
and a holy nation' were set forth. A similar mix of moral, 
social and ritual laws is found throughout Leviticus, 
Numbers and Deuteronomy, indicating what it meant for 
Israel to serve the LORD. The idea that acceptable worship is a 
total-life orientation is not a new discovery by the writers of the 
New Testament! 

The ratification of the covenant is recorded in Exodus 24 in a 
sequence which begins with the invitation to Aaron, Nadab, 
Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel to 'come up to the 
LORD' and to 'worship at a distance' .12 Only Moses was to 
'approach the LORD' directly. As a prelude to this promised 
encounter with God, Moses built an altar and twelve pillars to 

29 



ENGAGING WITH GOD 

represent the twelve tribes, offered sacrifices, recited 'the book of 
the covenant' to which the people willingly assented, and sprink
led sacrificial blood on altar and people, asserting that 'this is the 
blood of the covenant that the LORD has made' (vv. 3-8). The 
meal which this representative group of Israelites shared in 
God's presence (v. ll), in the context of this sacrificial ritual, 
was a means of confirming the relationship established between 
God and his people. Despite their nearness to God, no harm 
befell them. The message of the chapter is clear: Israel could 
draw near to God in his holiness only because of his gracious 
initiative and provision. By means of the exodus event, God 
had set them apart from the nations and drawn them to 
himself, sealing that relationship with ' the blood of the 
covenant',13 thus confirming the sanctified status of the nation as 
a whole. 

Worship and the cult 

Like other nations in the ancient world, Israel expressed its 
relationship with God through sacrifice and ritual, using sacred 
enclosures, and depending upon the mediation of priests. In 
other words, it had what is technically called a cult. In general 
terms this means 'the expression of religious experience in con
crete external actions performed within the congregation or com
munity, preferably by officially appointed exponents and in set 
forms' .14 Modern use of the word 'cult' to describe particular 
(usually extreme) religious groups should not be allowed to 
confuse this issue. 

In contrast with the many cults of paganism, one national 
cult, with a single sanctuary, is contemplated in Deuteronomy 
12. The prophets later condemned any departure from this ideal, 
viewing such as a symptom of spiritual decline (e.g . 1 Ki. 12:26-
14:20). The cult had a very important religious and social func
tion, distinguishing between the areas of the sacred and the 
profane, integrating the individual within the community of 
God 's people, and reminding the sanctified community of the 
basis and significance of its life in relation to God. In a number 
of ways, the Israelite cult corresponded to those of the heathen 
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world. Yet, given such similarities, it is again important to 
discern what was not the same in Israel, or what was given new 
meaning within the framework of God's revelation to his people. 

The significance of the tabernacle 
The instructions in Exodus 25 - 31 are presented as further 
revelation to Moses during his time alone with God on the top of 
Sinai. The Israelites were to bring the finest materials as a free
will offering to the LORD, for the construction of a sanctuary 
(Hebrew, miqdiiS, 'holy place', 25:8) . They were to make a taber
nacle (miskiin, 'dwelling', 25:9), with furnishings exactly like the 
pattern that God would show them, so that God himself might 
dwell among them (Ja.!iin). The divine presence in Israel was not 
to be linked to any kind of image, since they saw 'no form of any 
kind' when God spoke to them at Horeb out ofthe fire (Dt. 4:14-
20). Nevertheless, God's continuing presence with them was to 
be proclaimed and expressed by this tent-sanctuary. Exodus 25 
then provides the specifications for the ark, which was to be kept 
inside the tabernacle, and details the items which were to be kept 
near the ark, namely the table for 'the bread of the presence' and 
the lampstand. 

In some Old Testament contexts the ark, without any men
tion of the tabernacle, is specifically the symbol of God's con
tinuing presence with his people (e.g. Nu. 10:33-36; 1 Sa. 4:3-9) . 
Since the ark was a chest containing the tables of the covenant, it 
clearly also represented God's words to them and therefore his 
rule over Israel (Ex. 25:10-22; Dt. 10:1-5) . God promised to 
meet with Moses and give him all his commands for the 
Israelites, 'above the cover between the two cherubim that are 
over the ark of the Testimony' (Ex. 25:22), and the LORD was 
later described as the one 'enthroned between the cherubim' (e.g. 
1 Sa. 4:4; 2 Sa. 6:2; 2 Ki. 19:15). If the ark-cover with its 
cherubim represented God's throne, the ark itself was regarded 
as the 'footstool' of God's throne (e.g. Pss. 99:5; 132:7-8; 1 Ch. 
28:2).15 Thus God's presence and God's rule were jointly 
expressed by the placing of these objects in the inner sanctuary 
of the tabernacle, which was symbolically the throne-room of 
God in the midst of his people. 

The tabernacle was intended to provide a portable expression 
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of God's presence with his people, to be located at the very 
centre of Israel's life on the march from Sinai to the promised 
land (if. Ex. 40:36-38; Nu. 2) . The covenant relationship gra
ciously established by God contained at its heart the assurance 
that he would be their God and they would be his people (e.g. 
Gn. 17:7-8; Ex. 6:7). Consequently, he would be uniquely with 
them, to fulfil his purposes and bring blessing to them (e.g. Gn. 
28:13-15; Ex. 3:7-8). This truth was to be symbolically repres
ented after Sinai in the cultic provisions for Israel's relationship 
to God. As with the ark, which was its central feature, the 
tabernacle was to be, at the same time, the visible representation 
within Israel of God's presence and God's rule over his people. 
God's presence in Israel was kingly (Ex. 19:5-6, if. 15:18) and 
Israel's responsibility was to recognize that in every area of life. 

The tabernacle was to stand in the centre of the camp and 
provide the means by which all of life was to be related to God. 
With its outer court, inner court, and 'holy of holies' (which only 
the high priest could enter on the annual Day of Atonement), it 
represented the holiness of the God who dwelt in their midst. In 
concrete form it expressed the truth that human beings could not 
come into his presence on their own terms. The complex pro
visions for sacrifice in connection with the tabernacle were the 
cultic means for acknowledging God's kingship or the protocol 
by which Israel was enabled to approach the Holy One and to 
live in his presence. 16 

Priesthood, sacrifice and God's glory 
God's glory is characteristically linked in the Bible with verbs of 
seeing (Ex. 16:7; 33:18; Is. 40:5), and appearing (Ex. 16:10; Dt. 
5:24; Is. 60:1). Although God is regarded as being invisible, 
when he makes his presence known or declares himself, Old 
Testament writers speak of the revelation of 'the glory of the 
LORD' (J.eilot/. 'at/.onay). This expression simply refers to his mani
fest presenceP If, in some contexts, this is associated with 
phenomena such as clouds and lightning and fire, it is not to be 
thought that God is somehow identified with these things. They 
serve only to conceal the true power, majesty and magnificence 
of God, which would destroy anyone to whom he might reveal 
himself fully (if. Ex. 24:17; 33:20-23). God conceals himself in 
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order to reveal himself to his people in a limited way. The glory 
of the LORD, veiled in a cloud as at Mount Sinai (Ex. 19: 16-18; 
24:15-18), would be manifested at the tabernacle (40:34-38), 
leading Israel all the way to the promised land. The association 
of God's glory with the tabernacle and later with the temple in 
Jerusalem (I Ki. 8:10-11) indicates that the sanctuary was to be 
the place where God could be known and encountered. 

Even though little is said in Exodus about the details of the 
sacrificial system and its rationale, a significant theological link 
is provided between the consecration of the priests, the daily 
burnt offerings and the promise of God to meet with his people 
and to speak to them through Moses at 'the Tent of Meeting':18 

For the generations to come this burnt offering is to 
be made regularly at the entrance to the Tent of 
Meeting before the LORD. There I will meet you and 
speak to you; there also I will meet with the 
Israelites, and the place will be consecrated by my 
glory. So I will consecrate the Tent of Meeting and 
the altar and will consecrate Aaron and his sons to 
serve me as priests . Then I will dwell among the 
Israelites and be their God. They will know that I 
am the LORD their God, who brought them out of 
Egypt so that I might dwell among them. I am the 
LORD their God (Ex. 29:42-46). 

The ordinary Israelite was forbidden to enter the holy place, 
but could meet with God at the entrance curtain of the taber
nacle. Only if the sacrificial ordinances of God were carried out 
according to his decrees would he manifest himself in grace, 
allowing his glory and his word to dwell among them, to bless 
them. By means of the ritual outlined earlier in Exodus 29, God 
consecrated a special priesthood to himself from among the 
Israelites to enable them to relate to him through the cult. The 
priests did not derive their authority and function from the 
community but from God, who set them apart to be his servants, 
attending to the maintenance of his 'house'. He consecrated the 
sanctuary in which the priests would operate by allowing his 
glory to dwell there in the first place, and all this was so that he 
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could continue to reveal himself to his people in his glory. In one 
sense, then, the priesthood was to be 'a channel for the continual 
flow of the Word into Israel's life' ,19 for the manifestation of the 
glory of the LORD is intimately connected in the book of Exodus 
with God's speaking through Moses to his people. In making his 
presence known among them in this way he would be fulfilling 
his covenant promise to be ' their God' and his purpose in saving 
them 'out of Egypt'. 

God's name and God's presence 
Exodus 24 has been described as the 'ideal end' to the Sinai 
narrative sequence begun in chapter 19.20 However, the real 
conclusion is in Exodus 32 - 34, where there is rebellion in the 
incident with the golden calf and Moses must plead to God for 
mercy in the face of his threat to abandon Israel. These chapters 
give special insight into the way a sinful and stubborn people 
may continue to relate to God in his holiness. With the making of 
the calf-idol the Israelites were apparently concerned to provide 
their own means of securing the presence of the LORD (32: 1-6). 
This is a pagan notion, which is offensive from an Old Testa
ment point of view, because the living and true God cannot be 
manipulated by his creatures in any way. 

As part of the judgment following this incident, the LORD 

promised to go ahead of Israel in the person of his angel (32:34), 
but not now to be especially present among them, in case their 
sinfulness might provoke him to act in terrible wrath against 
them (33:1-6; if. 32:27-35) . God promised Moses that his pres
ence (plmim , 'face' ) would go with him as intercessor and media
tor and give him rest (note the singular pronoun in 33:14). But 
Moses asked the LORD for his presence to continue with Israel, 
as a mark of their distinctiveness amongst the nations and this 
request was granted as a special favour to Moses (33:15-17). He 
then appealed for a confirmation of God's presence by asking to 
see a fuller revelation of God's glory (33:18). This request was 
answered with the promise of another theophany in which the 
LORD would proclaim his name, parade his goodness before 
Moses, and reveal his graciousness (33:19-23) . Even Moses 
could not see God's 'face' but God's glory would pass by him 
and he would see God's 'back'.21 The promised theophany took 
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place (34:1-9), but with the clear implication that the true glory 
of God could not be penetrated even by Moses. Yet God was 
pleased to reveal himself in words, which could be understood 
and acknowledged by all his people. 

God's extraordinary mercy and grace was expressed in the 
continuation of his covenant commitment, despite their rebel
lion. These truths are expressed in a propositional form , when 
the LORD proclaims his 'name' (Ex. 34:6-7),22 suggesting that 
Israel could only know God and proclaim his character them
selves because of the LORD'S initiative (if 3:1-15; 6:1-8). God 
confronted his people through the proclamation of his name, 
which is another way of describing his self-revelation. In this 
way, he manifested something more of his glory amongst them, 
specifically in allowing all his 'goodness' to be displayed before 
Moses (33:19) . In view of Israel 's rebellion, there was a con
centration on God's mercy and grace at this critical moment in 
the nation 's history, though clearly not without recognition of his 
terrible wrath against sin. Then, as the covenant was renewed, 
there was an exposition of certain cultic regulations particularly 
relevant to the maintenance of an exclusive relationship with the 
God of the covenant (34:10-28). 

Exodus 34 concludes with a further play on the word piinim 
('face' ) as the assertion is made that now the Israelites may see 
the glory of God to some exten t reflected in the face of Moses the 
mediator (vv. 29-35). Israel's access to God was strictly limited 
by God 's design and this would be further expressed in the whole 
pattern of cultic regulations to be presented in the rest of the 
Pentateuch. Again and again, the Old Testament makes the 
point that the Holy One can be approached only in the way that 
he himself stipulates and makes possible. 

In the final analysis, Exodus 32 - 34 indicates that ' Moses was 
to the people what they wanted the calf to be - a leader and 
mediator of the divine presence'. 23 This teaching has profound 
implications for Israel's service to God, for it ultimately means 
that the law, which has its origin in the revelation given to Moses 
at Sinai, is the source of the true knowledge of God and therefore 
of the worship which is acceptable to God. God 'presences' 
himself through his word' (if. Dt. 4:12, IS). 

In this connection, it is significant to recall the role that 
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proclamation of God's character and God's deeds played in the 
Old Testament, when the people of God met together to renew 
the covenant and to express their relationship with God (e .g. Jos. 
8:30-35; 24:1-27; Ne. 8 - 9) . Furthermore, the work of teaching 
God 's precepts, which was originally central to the work of the 
priests and therefore was focused on the sanctuary in Israel (if. 
Dt. 17 :9-11 ; 33:8-11), preserved the notion that revelation and 
holy place belong together. 24 Within this framework of thought, 
with Moses mediating the glory of God, the tabernacle was still 
to operate as a means by which God's presence amongst his 
people and his rule over them was dramatically expressed. This 
is emphasized by the way Exodus concludes with the building of 
the tabernacle and the account of the coming of God's glory to 
fill the tent and to remain with Israel during all their travels 
(40:34-38) . 

Worship and the sacrificial system 

Sacrifice today is often understood in a wholly secular sense to 
mean renouncing something valuable so that something even 
more valuable may be obtained. So, for example, many parents 
make 'sacrifices' of time and money to pay for the education of 
their children . In common parlance this may have little or 
nothing to do with God! In the ancient world, however, sacrifice 
usually involved setting something apart from common usage for 
the benefit of the gods . Many different forms of sacrifice were 
used in antiquity, a variety of interpretations being offered 
to explain their significance. In paganism, all the important 
processes in the world were thought to be activated by the 
gods and different gods were regarded as being responsible for 
particular functions and spheres of life. The object of religion 
was to secure the goodwill of the gods by faithfully carrying out 
the prescribed ritual. This was necessary in order to benefit 
individuals, families, cities and the wider community, or to 
prevent some disaster from occurring. 25 Yet, however much 
Israel may have shared the ideas and practices of other ancient 
religions, the meanings attached to its rituals were often very 
different. 
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Sacred festivals 
A significant feature of paganism was the extent to which it was 
concerned to relate human life to the processes of nature. Israel 
too had its nature festivals, acknowledging the hand of God in 
the cycle of the seasons and the fruitfulness of the earth, celebrat
ing his goodness with sacrifices and feasting. Thus, the Passover, 
followed by the seven days of unleavened bread, was connected 
with the barley harvest (Ex. 12:6; Lv. 23:5-8; Nu. 28:16-25; 
Dt. 16:1-8); Pentecost, the Feast of Weeks, celebrated the 
wheat harvest (Ex. 34:26; Lv. 23:10-14; Nu. 28:26-31); and 
Tabernacles (Booths) was at the same time the Feast of In
gathering, the general harvest festival (Ex. 23:16; Lv. 23:33-36; 
Dt. 16:13-15). 

The spiritual leaders of the nation had a constant struggle to 
preserve the distinctiveness of Israel's worship from the influ
ences of Canaanite religion. With its orgiastic practices and 
presumption that the processes of nature could actually be con
trolled by human rituals, Baalism represented a powerful and 
attractive alternative to many in Israel. The unique character of 
Israel's worship, however, is demonstrated not only by what it 
rejected but also by what it added or affirmed. Thus, the agri
cultural festivals were all related to the great acts of God by 
which he brought Israel to himself and to the ordering of life in 
relation to his covenant.26 Regularly it was affirmed that the God 
of creation is the LORD who had revealed himself uniquely to 
Israel in the saving events of her history. 

The Sabbath, which was meant to be a sign of the special 
relationship between God and Israel (Ex. 31:13-17), was not 
only a weekly cultic celebration, but was also celebrated as a 
sabbatical year or year of rest for the land every seventh year 
(Lv. 25:1-7).27 The fact that the year was marked by a whole 
series of festivals is a reminder of the extent to which celebration, 
praise, and thanksgiving were at the heart ofIsraelite religion. It 
would thus be wrong to think of people in Old Testament times 
being wholly occupied with the business of atonement for sins 
and to regard their worship as a sombre and dreary necessity. 
The Psalms especially testify to the joy of the pilgrims journeying 
to Jerusalem and the longing of the godly to meet with God and 
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his people in the courts of his temple (e .g. Pss . 122; 42; 43; 48; 
118:19-29). 

Clearly the praise of God was not confined to the cult, though 
many psalms may allude to cultic events (e.g. Pss. 5:7; 26:6; 42:4; 
68:24-27; 122:1), and praise was a vital aspect of the assembly of 
God's people (e.g. Pss. 22:22-25; 26:6-7; 95:1-7; 122:4; 149:1-4; 
150). While some psalms tell of specific acts of God, others praise 
him more generally for what he is like or what he consistently 
does in nature or in human history.28 The praise of God 
belonged to the whole life of God's people, just as it belonged to 
the whole life of the individual. 

The pattern of sacrifice in Israel 

Although the rituals of the Old Testament may have been a 
highly effective means of communication between God and his 
people in biblical times, it is not always easy to recover their 
original meaning. Many are only briefly explained in the Bible, 
some not at all, so that modern commentators often come up 
with very different interpretations.29 Within the compass of this 
chapter, it is not possible to enter into the scholarly debate about 
the development of Israel's sacrificial system and the meaning of 
its constituent parts. Some brief observations, however, will be 
made about the way the sacrificial system is presented within the 
structure and theology of the book of Leviticus. Here, the regu
lations are given as a continuation of the revelation of God to 
Moses at Mount Sinai (Lv. 1:1 ; cJ. 27:34), and therefore as a 
provision for Israel seeking to live out its role as 'a kingdom of 
priests and a holy nation' (Ex. 19:6) . 

Leviticus presents only a selection of material from Israel's 
cult and focuses on sacrifice as it was institutionalized at the 
tabernacle and the temple. Many of the details may seem irrele
vant to Christian readers, but later chapters will show how a 
knowledge of such matters gives a better understanding of key 
passages in the New Testament. The sacrifices are first described 
in Leviticus in this order: burnt offering (1:3-17), associated 
cereal offerings (2:1-16), peace offerings (3:1-17), sin offering 
(4:1- 5:13) and guilt offering (5:14 - 6:7). 

The 'holocaust' , or whole-burnt offering of an animal or bird, 
was totally given up to God, making atonement for the offerer 
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(1 :4) and apparently expressing at the same time complete con
secration to God.3o It was regularly accompanied by the cereal 
or grain offering, which was partly burned on the altar and 
partly eaten by the priests. According to Exodus 29:38-41 and 
Numbers 28:1-8, a whole burnt offering was to be sacrificed 
every morning and every evening at the LORD'S sanctuary, as a 
community offering. The fellowship or peace offering, which 
involved burning certain parts of an animal for God, and sharing 
the remainder in a meal, apparently symbolized the 'peace' 
between the LORD and his covenant people.31 Three different 
types of peace offering are described in Leviticus 7:11-36. 

The sin offering and the guilt offering reflected the particular 
concern in Israelite law for dealing with transgression and its 
consequences, to maintain the covenant relationship inaugur
ated by God.32 Both of these rites of atonement were for those 
who sinned 'unintentionally' (4:20,26, 31, 34; 5:16, 18) . On the 
other hand, it should be noted that Leviticus 6:1-7 also offers the 
possibility of atonement for those who sinned deliberately.33 
Confession of sin is mentioned in connection with both rites (Lv. 
5:5-6; Nu . 5:6-8; if. Lv. 16:21), suggesting that the ritual act 
had no meaning apart from genuine repentance. Indeed, Juda
ism regarded the sacrifice of the unrepentant as 'an abomination 
to the LORD'.34 

With the consecration of Aaron and his sons to the priesthood 
(8:1-36) , the system was actually 'inaugurated. A sin offering 
and a burnt offering were made for Aaron and the priesthood 
(9:7-14), followed by a sin offering and a burnt offering for the 
people (9:15-17) and then a peace offering (9:18-21) . This 
appears to be the order whenever the actual operation of the 
system is in view and suggests a way of understanding the 
religious significance of these interlocking sacrifices, within the 
ritual sequence.35 Emphasis was first placed on sin which needed 
to be forgiven , to heal any breach of relationship with God. This 
was followed by an expression of personal consecration in the 
burnt offering, with its accompanying cereal and drink offerings 
in many instances. Thus, finally, the peace offering could sym
bolize the restoration of communion or fellowship with God and 
with others in the community of his people. Purification and 
purity were clearly the prerequisites for living in God's presence. 
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People offering a sacrificial animal would sometimes perform 
the slaughtering themselves. In many contexts they were 
required to lay a hand on the head of the victim (Lv. 1:4; 3:2, 8, 
13; 4:4, 15, 24; if. 16:21), suggesting not simply identification or 
ownership, but that the victim was 'a vicarious substitution for 
the donor himself ,36 or that the worshipper's sins were sym
bolically transferred to the animaP7 After the presentation of 
the victim to the priests, all the activities involved in the actual 
execution of the offering on the altar were the concern of the 
priests alone. In the case of the peace offering, the people would 
share in consuming the meat of the offering with the priests, but 
otherwise their only responsibility would be to honour the priests 
with their allotted portions of the sacrifice. At least some of the 
ritual acts were accompanied by the recital of liturgical texts, 
explaining the meaning of the ceremony (e.g. Dt. 26:1-11).38 

Cleansing and sanctification 
A great concern in the leviticallaw is to distinguish between 'the 
holy and the common, and between the unclean and the clean' 
(Lv. 10:10). Everything that is not holy is common, but common 
things can be either clean or unclean. Animals are divided into 
clean and unclean categories (Lv. ll) and various physical con
ditions are said to make people unclean (Lv. 12 - 15) . Cleanness 
seems to represent normality, so that 'holiness and uncleanness 
are variations from the norm of cleanness'. 39 Clean things 
become holy, when they are sanctified, but unclean objects can 
never be sanctified. On the other hand, clean things can be made 
unclean, if they are polluted, and even holy items may be defiled 
and become common, or polluted, and therefore unclean. Holi
ness characterizes God himself and all that belongs to him, and 
so he desires that his people should consecrate themselves to him 
and remain holy (if. Lv. 11 :44-45; 19:2; 20:26) . The LORD had 
brought Israel into a special relationship with himself, setting 
them apart from the nations to be his own, and this truth was to 
be expressed in the cultic, as well as in the moral, realm (note the 
mix of cultic and moral laws in Lv. 18 - 27) . Pollution and sin 
were to be avoided in every aspect of life, to maintain this 
consecrated status. 

Sacrificial blood is regularly associated with cleansing and 
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sanctification in Leviticus (e.g. 4:5-7; 7:2; 8:11-15, 23-30; 14:6-
7) . Blood was part of the atonement process in most Israelite 
sacrifices and a unifying feature of the cult. The sacrificial sys
tem reached its climax in the annual day of atonement ritual, 
when each part of the tabernacle was smeared with blood (Lv. 
16:14-16, 18-19), to cleanse it from the effect of the nation's sin. 
In a very real sense, people and sanctuary were identified in this 
ancient ritual. The aim was to purify and consecrate both sanc
tuary and people, making it possible for Israel to draw near to 
God through the cult and for God to continue to dwell amongst 
his people. Although in other religions blood was regarded as a 
source of life-power and was used for healing, for magic and 
sorcery, or for feeding the spirits, nothing has so far been found 
that parallels, in any significant way, the treatment of blood in 
Israel.40 

The Israelites were expressly forbidden to consume blood, 
even in the course of eating meat, because God had designated it 
to be used exclusively for making atonement by means of sacri
fice: 'for the life of a creature is in the blood, and I have given it 
to you to make atonement for yourselves on the altar; it is the 
blood that makes atonement for one's life' (Lv. 17:10-11, if. Gn. 
9:4; Lv. 3:17; 7:26; Dt. 12:16, 23; 15:23) . The verb translated here 
' to make atonement' (Hebrew kipper) can mean 'to wipe clean' 
(if. Lv. 4:25; 16:14), where blood is the cleansing agent applied to 
a polluted object. In non-sacrificial contexts it can also mean 'to 
pay a ransom' (if. Ex. 21:30), so that a guilty person does not 
suffer the death penalty demanded by God's holiness in particu
lar situations. It seems best to understand the verb in the latter 
sense in Leviticus 17:11.41 The life of an animal, represented by 
its blood splashed over the altar, is the ransom price for the life 
of the worshipper: the blood ransoms at the price of a life. 
Animal blood atones for human sin, not because of some magical 
quality or life-power in it but simply because God chose and 
prescribed it for this purpose ('I have given it to you to make 
atonement'). 

Although there is a constant concern in the Mosaic law for the 
proper conduct of sacrifices, it is clear that mere performance of 
a rite does not make it effective. God promised atonement and 
forgiveness through the sacrificial system (e.g. Lv. 1:4; 4:20, 26, 
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31, 35), but not simply as the direct physical effect of the rites 
performed. Cleansing was his gracious gift to those who obeyed 
his word, seeking his forgiveness in repentance and faith. 42 

Indeed, many of the prophets and psalmists highlighted the 
failure of Israel to engage with God appropriately by means of 
the cult, and sought to throw the people more directly upon the 
divine mercy that lay behind its provisions. 

Worship and the Jerusalem temple 

Both the ark and the tabernacle were more important in early 
Israel than any other cult object, and the sanctuary where they 
were located became inevitably 'the foremost sanctuary of 
Yahweh, and the centre of Israelite federation'.43 When the 
LORD anointed David as king over Israel and blessed David's 
attempts to bring the ark into Jerusalem, the implication was 
that he was adopting David's city as his sanctuary - the 
new centre of Israel's life and worship (2 Sa. 6). The link be
tween Jerusalem, or more specifically Mount Zion, as the city 
of God and the choice of David and his dynasty to be rulers 
of Israel is clearly made in 2 Samuel 5 - 7 (if. Pss. 78:68-71; 
132:11-14). 

The temple and God's purpose for Israel 
Although David's suggestion of building a permanent 'house' for 
God first met with a positive response from Nathan the prophet 
(2 Sa. 7:3), the LORD then indicated that he would take the 
initiative himself in the whole enterprise and the temple would 
be built at the time and in the manner of his choosing (2 Sa. 7:4-
16).44 It is important to note that there is a play on the word 
'house' in this passage. The LORD would establish the rule of 
David's 'house' over Israel and then David's son would build a 
'house' for God.45 This suggests that the temple was not to be 
viewed as an automatic consequence of David's political success: 
it could not simply be understood as a divine endorsement of the 
king's authority, as was customary in the ancient world. In fact, 
as the following chapters show, the conquest of Canaan was not 
yet complete: 'rest' had been given to David (2 Sa. 7:1), and yet 
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there was a 'rest' still to be established (7:11) . Only when the 
promises of the Abrahamic covenant had been fulfilled by God's 
sovereign action (7:8-11), and David's dynasty had been estab
lished as God had decreed (7 :12-16), could his son be the temple 
builder. In this way the temple would more obviously function 
as the expression of God's kingship in Israel. 

The building of the temple in Jerusalem and its subsequent 
history is a central concern of I and 2 Kings. The fulfilment of 
the 'rest' promised in 2 Samuel 7:10-11 is proclaimed in I Kings 
5:3-4 (if. 8:56), as a preliminary to the description of the temple 
in the following chapters (I Ki. 6 - 7). The notion that God's 
promise to David had been fulfilled, and thereby 'all the good 
promises he gave through his servant Moses', is declared when 
the seven-year building project is completed (I Ki. 8:14-21, 
56-61). Apart from obvious differences in size and magni
ficence, the design of the temple reflected to a large extent 
the pattern provided for the tabernacle in Exodus 25 - 27. 
Like the tabernacle, the temple was to represent God's rule over 
Israel and to be a reminder of his special presence among 
them, to bless them and make them a source of blessing to the 
nations. 

The temple as God's earthly (dwelling-place' 
The notion that the exodus traditions were now to be centred on 
the Jerusalem temple was made very clear at the dedication 
ceremony (I Ki. 8:1-21). The ark of the covenant and the 
tabernacle with all its sacred furnishings were brought in 
procession to the temple. Then, in language reflecting the 
tradition about the tabernacle, 'When the priests withdrew from 
the Holy Place, the cloud filled the temple of the LORD. And 
the priests could not perform their service because of the cloud, 
for the glory of the LORD filled his temple' (vv. 1O-1l; if. Ex. 40: 
34-35). This theophany was recognized by Solomon as a sign 
that the LORD had deigned to make the temple his special 
dwelling and there to reveal his glory, even though his glory was 
shrouded 'in a dark cloud' as on Sinai (v. 12) . The temple's 
function as the place where God could be encountered 
was stressed again by his appearance to Solomon with this 
assurance: 
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I have heard the prayer and plea you have made 
before me; I have consecrated this temple, which you 
have built, by putting my Name there for ever. My 
eyes and my heart will always be there (1 Ki. 9:3) . 

Many scholars take the statement that God put his name 
there or that Solomon built the temple 'for the name of the LORD 

his God' (1 Ki. 5:3, if. 3:2; 5:3-5; 8:44, 48; if. 2 Sa. 7:13) as 
evidence of a later theological corrective. It was easy for people 
to make an idol of the temple and to limit God, imagining that 
the temple was his actual dwelling-place, his palace and his 
throne.46 It has been shown, however, that the biblical concept 
of God putting his name there has parallels in other ancient 
literature and that it fundamentally means that God is the owner 
of the sanctuary. This expression does not imply that God was 
regarded as being remote from the temple, 'for his name, like his 
face, denotes his presence, and both are extensions of Yahweh's 
personali ty'. 4 7 

The promise that God's 'eyes' and his 'heart' would always be 
there (1 Ki . 9:3) was a graphic way of affirming that the temple 
was God's earthly dwelling-place (l Ki. 8:13; if. Pss. 26:8; 27:4; 
43:3-4; 48:1-3; 132:6-9, 13-14) . Solomon's dedication prayer 
questions whether God can really dwell on earth and affirms that 
'the heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain you. How 
much less this temple I have built!' (8:27). Nevertheless, Sol
omon was conscious of praying there in God's presence (8:28, 
Hebrew, lepane(y)ka, literally 'before your face'). 

The balance between such affirmations of God's presence and 
the acknowledgment that he cannot be confined to an earthly 
temple is maintained throughout the dedication prayer with the 
repeated insistence that, when prayers are directed towards this 
place, God will answer from heaven, his dwelling-place (8:30, 
32, 34, 36, 39, 43, 45, 49). Solomon focused on the temple's 
function as a place of prayer because the temple was a sign of 
God's presence and his kingly rule over Israel and the whole 
created order.48 

The temple signified that there was a future for Israel as the 
people of God because the building itself expressed the continua
tion of God's covenant promise to be with them and bless them 
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(8:56-61). Even when national sin might reach its ultimate end 
in exile, prayer directed to the place where God had set his name 
would bring restoration and forgiveness (8:46-51). 

Worship and the future of God's people 

Prophetic criticisms of sacrifice and the temple 
I t was once fashionable to treat the Jewish prophets as essen
tially critics, even opponents of the cult, and to view them as the 
only source of everything that was praiseworthy in the faith of 
Israel. However, modern scholarship sees a much closer link 
between prophets and priests in the service of God and the 
temple. 49 There are certainly numerous passages in the writing 
prophets condemning priests and people for their corruption of 
the sacrificial system (e.g. Am. 4:4-13; Ho. 8:11-13;Je. 7:21-26; 
Ezk. 16:15-21; 20:25-31). These deal with the introduction of 
pagan ideas and practices into Israelite worship, or the attempt 
to worship other gods whilst still claiming to serve the LORD, 

or the hypocrisy of engaging in the sacrificial ritual without 
genuine repentance and a desire to live in obedience to God's 
moral law. 

Sometimes, in order to clarify the sort of response the cult was 
meant to inculcate in God's people, prophecies are worded in a 
way that appears to be a categorical rejection of the cult (e.g. 
Am. 5:21-27; Ho. 6:6; Is. 1:10-17;66:1-4; Mi. 6:6-8). However, 
such passages are condemnations of Israel's abuse of the cult 
rather than of the cult itself. Moreover, there are texts which 
speak with approval of future sacrificial activity, portraying a 
time when God would renew his people and their worship (e.g. 
Is. 19:19-21; 56:6-7; 60:7; Je. 17:24-27; 33:10-11, 17-18; Ezk. 
20:40-41). In other words, it is not correct to say that the 
prophets condemned sacrifice absolutely or that they envisaged 
the survival of Israel apart from the provision of some form of 
sacrifice. 

I t is interesting to note that certain psalms reflect prophetic 
perspectives. Four almost reach the level of condemning sacrifice 
(e .g. Pss. 40, 50, 51, 69). Yet their intention seems to be to give 
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expression to the true meaning implicit in the sacrificial rituals, 
insisting that prayer and praise, repentance, confession and 
obedience, are the essential requirements of God. Worshippers 
are asked to admit that they cannot give God anything to satisfy 
his needs and yet he is to be honoured by every expression of 
faith, gratitude and obedience. What is required of those who 
would come into God's presence is purity of heart and life (e.g. 
Pss. 15; 24; 119) . 

Although the prophets could argue that the LORD'S presence 
with his people in his sanctuary on Mount Zion meant that he 
would defend them against their enemies and bless them (e.g. Is. 
8:9-10; 31:4-5; 37:33-35), they made it clear that God's protec
tion was not to be regarded as unconditional (e.g. Is . 29:1-4;Je. 
7:1-15) . If Israel remained disobedient to the covenant and 
neglectful of the worship that was truly honouring to him, ter
rible judgment would come from the hand of the LORD himself 
(e.g . Is. I; Mic. 3). If his holiness continued to be desecrated by 
their corrupt practices, then the temple would have to be 
destroyed (e.g . Je. 7:1-15; Ezk. 7 - 9). 

I and 2 Kings show how the function of the temple was 
corrupted and diminished, first by the division of the kingdom 
and then progressively by the faithlessness ofleaders and people. 
When Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed by the Babylon
ian invaders in 587 BC, and many Jews were taken captive to 
Babylon (cf. 2 Ki. 25), this was seen by the prophets as the 
inevitable result of the continuing rejection of God's rule by his 
people. Ezekiel insisted that the loss of the temple meant the 
departure of God's glory and, with the loss of his presence, the 
removal of his protection and blessing (e.g. Ezk. 9:3; 10:4-5; 
11 :23; yet note 11:16). 

Sacrifice and temple in the prophetic hope 
Undoubtedly the preaching of the prophets also enabled Israel 
to survive this test of faith. They proclaimed that God was acting 
in judgment but that in due time he would act in forgiveness and 
restoration, allowing a remnant to return to their homeland (Is. 
40:1-11; Je. 31:31-34; Ezk. 20:39-44) . Some indicated that the 
temple would be restored and become the spiritual centre not 
only of Israel but also a focal point for the nations: 
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In the last days 

the mountain of the LORD'S temple will be established 
as chief among the mountains; 

it will be raised above the hills, 
and all nations will stream to it. 

Many peoples will come and say, 
'Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, 

to the house of the God of Jacob. 
He will teach us his ways, 

so that we may walk in his paths.' 
The law will go out from Zion, 

the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. 
(Is. 2:2-3; 44:28; cj. Mi. 4:1-3;Je. 3:17-18) 

The coming of the nations, with all their offerings to God, 
would be the means by which he would adorn his glorious house 
in the coming age and glorify himself in their midst (Is. 60). 
Ezekiel's prophecy of the restoration actually included a plan for 
a new temple (Ezk. 40 - 48). 'Just as the building of the taber
nacle completed the Exodus and was its logical conclusion, 
eschatology is dominated here by the construction of the new 
temple. Just as the meaning of the Exodus was proclaimed in the 
"cultic" response of Israel to divine kingship, so here the new 
temple will function as Yahweh's kingly setting in the new holy 
city.'50 The purifying and sanctifying influence of the new temple 
upon the land would restore it to a paradise situation for God's 
people (47:1-12; if. Ps. 36:7-9), for God himself would be there 
(cj. 48:35) . Although these ~hapters reflect something of the 
original exodus structure and its theology, they indicate that 
God is going to do something totally new in the outworking of his 
purposes. This temple-plan, with all its marvellous symbolism, 
combines a number of biblical ideals and points to their ultimate 
fulfilment, not by some human building programme, but by the 
sovereign and gracious act of God (cj. 20:40-44). 

The rebuilding of the temple after the Babylonian Exile in 515 
BC apparently left many with a sense of anticlimax. Instead of 
being the glorious centre of worship for the nations, Israel 
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was again subjected to a long period of pagan domination, 
culminating in the Roman occupation just before the New 
Testament era began. Consequently, the post-exilic prophets 
pointed to the fulfilment of the hopes associated with the 
temple and the renewal of its worship in a time that was yet to 
come.51 

The idea that a glorious temple would have to be built for a 
new age persisted in some of the literature of the inter-testamen
tal period (e.g. Tobit 14:5; Jubilees 1:15-17, 26-29; if. 25:21; 
llQTemple 29:8-10). To this new centre of worship, Jews who 
were still in exile would return and the Gentiles would come to 
praise God (e.g. Tobit 13:5, 11).52 In some documents, the res
toration of right worship is viewed as the work of the Messiah 
(e.g. in the so-called Psalms of Solomon). Other traditions 
express the view that God himself must cause his heavenly 
temple to appear on earth, to replace the corrupted earthly 
institution (e.g. I Enoch) . The Jewish sect which settled at 
Qumran set themselves up as the true Israel, ' in the hope of 
creating a new spiritual centre to replace the desecrated temple 
until the day when God would finally reveal himself and confirm 
Israel 's victory' .53 As such, they considered themselves the true 
temple, 'a sanctuary in Aaron' and 'a house of truth in Israel' (I 
QS 5:6) . These various expectations form an important back
ground for understanding what the New Testament says about 
the replacement of the temple in Jerusalem. 

Conclusion 

Decisive for understanding the Old Testament view of worship is 
the idea that the God of heaven and earth had taken the initia
tive in making himself known, first to the patriarchs ofIsrael and 
then, through the events of the exodus from Egypt and the 
encounter on Mount Sinai, to the nation as a whole. The book of 
Exodus proclaims that God rescued his people from slavery in 
Egypt so that they might serve or worship him exclusively. They 
were redeemed in order to engage with God, initially at 'the 
mountain of God' , then in the wilderness wanderings, and finally 
in the land which was to be his gift to them. The ark and the 
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tabernacle were to function as an expression of God's continuing 
presence with them and his rule over them. The transfer of the 
ark to Jerusalem and the subsequent building of the temple 
marked God's choice of Zion as the mountain where he could be 
known and where his glory would be manifested in the midst of 
his people. The exodus traditions were thus attached to the city 
of David and the rule of God was to be expressed through the 
temple and the Davidic kingship. 

The whole system of worship associated with these powerful 
symbols - the ark, the tabernacle and the temple - was designed 
to be a means of acknowledging and living in relation to God's 
royal and holy presence. Obedience to God in cultic observance 
was to go hand in hand with obedience in matters of everyday 
life. In one sense, the worship of this 'kingdom of priests' and 
'holy nation' could be defined as a faithful observance of all the 
ordinances of God, in grateful recognition of his mercies towards 
them. Within this covenant framework, the sacrificial system 
was the means by which God made it possible for a sinful people 
to draw near to him, to receive his grace and blessing, without 
desecrating his holiness and so incurring his wrath against them. 
By God's provision through the cult the covenant relationship 
could be maintained. 

The failure of Israel to engage with God in the way that he 
required - in the cult and in everyday life - culminated in the 
terrible judgment of exile. Yet, the prophetic hope for the res
toration of Israel and the blessing of the nations was intimately 
connected with a vision of renewed worship in a restored temple . 
By this means God would bring the nations to acknowledge his 
kingly rule and to be united in his service. The implications of 
this hope for a Christian theology of worship will be explored in 
subsequent chapters. 

Notes 
I A classic example of a sanctuary legend in New Testament times is men
tioned in Acts 19:35. The great temple of the goddess Artemis at Ephesus in 
Asia Minor, which in its later form ranked as one of the seven wonders of the 
world, housed the image of the goddess. The legend that this image, or perhaps 
a meteorite resembling it, had 'fallen from heaven' was apparently the basis on 
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which the temple and its cult were established in Ephesus and the city came to 
be regarded as 'guardian of the temple' . 
2 Cj R. J. Clifford, Tlu Cosmic Mountain in Canaan and the Old Testament, HSM 4 
(Cambridge , MA: Harvard University, 1972) , pp. 34-97. 
3 Cf W. Eichrodt, Tluology of the Old Testament (ET, London: SCM, 1961; 
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1967), Vol. I, p. 102. 
4 R. E. Clements, God and Temple (Oxford: Blackwell, 1965) , p. 16. Against 
Clements, it is unnecessary to suppose that because different names for God are 
used in these narratives the clans descended from the patriarchs worshipped a 
variety of gods. 
5 The 'mountain ' on view here is not yet specifically Mount Zion. Cj R. J. 
Clifford , The Cosmic Mountain, pp. 137-139. 
6 A. S. Herbert, Worship in Ancient IsraeL, Ecumenical Studies in Worship No.5 
(London: Lutterworth , 1959) , p . 8, rightly asserts that 'at the heart of Israel's 
response to Yahweh is gratitude, a gratitude for his decisive act of salvation in 
the days of Moses, and for its constant renewal in the events of their history' . 
7 Although much scholarship has been devoted to the discussion of the sources 
of these narratives and to various theories about the development of Israelite 
religion , it is not possible to examine such matters in a study of this kind . My 
concern here is simply with the text in its final form, as it inftuencedJewish and 
Christian thinking in the New Testament era. 
8 So also NEB . The Hebrew word 'ii~tuj, which is used here, and the Greek verb 
Latrtuein in the LXX translation, both mean literally ' to serve' (so RSV) . Cj Ex. 
4:23; 7:16; 8:1 , 20; 9:1, 13; 10:3, 7, 8, 11, 24, 26; 12:31. The meaning and 
significance of this terminology is discussed in chapter two. 
9 E.g. Ex. 3:18 ('The LORD, the God of the Hebrews, has met with us. Let us 
take a three-day journey into the desert to offer sacrifices to the LORD our 
God') ; if. 5:3,8,17; 8:8, 25-29; and 5:1 (,Let my people go so that they may 
hold a festival to me in the desert '). 
10 W. J . Dumbrell , Covenant and Creation: An Old Testament TluoLogy (Exeter: 
Paternoster; Flemington Market: Lancer; Nashville: Nelson, 1984), p. 87. 
Dumbrell provides an excellent discussion of Ex. 19:5-6, showing particularly 
how Israel was to exercise an 'Abrahamic role' (pp. 84-90) . 
II W. J. Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation, p. 90. J. I. Durham, Exodus, WBC 3 
(Waco: Word , 1987), p . 263, similarly argues from this text that Israel is to be 
'a display-people, a showcase to the world of how being in covenant with 
Yahweh changes a people'. 
12 The Hebrew term hista/t'wa, which is used here, and the Greek term 
pros/cynein in the LXX translation , both convey the sense of paying homage to 
God as Israel 's lord and king. Cj Ex. 4:31 ; 12:27; 20:5; 23:24; 32:8; 33:10; 
34:8, 14. The meaning and significance of this terminology is discussed in 
chapter two. 
13 The sprinkling of the people with blood may suggest that they are being 
consecrated like priests (if. Ex. 29:19-21), to fulfil the mandate of Ex. 19:6. 
W. Eichrodt (Theology of tlu Old Testament I, p . 157), however, argues on the 
basis of ancient Arabian practices which accompanied the making of covenants 
between human parties, that the sprinkling of the altar and the people here 
indicates the sealing of the covenant relationship between God and his people. 
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14 W. Eichrodt, Th~ology of the Old Testament I, p. 98. While he insists that the 
cui tic and the personal modes of relating to God share a common goal, he 
acknowledges that it is difficult for the cultic, 'once it has received a particular 
form , to keep pace with the transformations of the spiritual life within it and to 
adapt itself to that life with complete flexibility ' (p. 101) . Thus, a cult may 
become 'a very real drag on the full development of the content entrusted to it' . 
15 Cj M. Haran, 'The Ark and the Cherubim', Israel Exploration}ournaI9, 1959, 
pp. 30-38 and 89-94, for a full discussion of the symbolism of the ark and the 
cherubim in the light of ancient near-eastern parallels. 
16 Cj W. J. Dumbrell, The End of the Beginning: Revelation 21 - 22 and the Old 
Testament (Homebush West: Lancer; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985), p. 42. On the 
connection between kingship and sanctuary see his Covenant and Creation, 
pp. 102-104. 
17 G . von Rad (TDNT2. 238) argues somewhat artificially from the etymology 
of the Hebrew word kii~otf that the glory of the LORD is 'that which makes God 
impressive to man, the force of his self-manifestation' . 
18 No distinction between the tabernacle and the tent of meeting is to be made 
here, though some scholars argue for such a distinction elsewhere in the 
Pentateuch. Cj M. Haran, Temples and Temple-Service in Ancient Israel (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1978), pp. 260-275, especially 
p. 272. 
19 G. A. F. Knight, Theology as Narration: A Commentary on the Book of Exodus 
(Edinburgh: Handsel , 1976) , p. 179. 
20 J. I. Durham, Exodus, pp. 347-348. Such a comment need not imply that 
Ex. 32 - 34 formed the 'original conclusion to the Sinai narrative sequence' 
(p. 416) . 
2 1 The Hebrew 'fl~or is not the usual term for 'back' in the physical sense and 
conveys more the notion that, as the LORD presses on ahead, ' Moses can only 
see the traces lift behind' , R. W. L. Moberly, At the Mountain of God: Story and 
Theology in Exodus 32 - 34, }SOTS 22 (Sheffield: }SOT, 1983), p. 82, my 
emphasis. Moses will see the aftermath of God's glory in goodness, grace and 
mercy. 
22 Against the view of some scholars that name-theology was a 'demyth
ologizing' of the 'old crude idea' of God dwelling in the shrine (glory-theology), 
] . G . McConville, 'God 's "Name" and God's "Glory" " TynB 30, 1979, pp. 
149-163, shows particularly from Ex. 33 that 'there is a theology whose 
perspective can embrace both the name and the glory' (p. 153) . 
23 R. W. L. Moberly, At the Mountain of God, p. 109. 
24 Cj W. Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament I, pp. 395-396. 
2!\ Cj R. M . Ogilvie, The Romans and their Gods in the Age of Augustus (London: 
Chatto and Wind us, 1969; New York: Norton, 1970) . Even where the notion of 
sacrifice was entirely 'spiritualized' by the philosophers and moralists, its 
centrality to the religion in question remained clear. 
26 Cj W. Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament I, pp. 119-129. Eichrodt 
presents a view of the historical development ofIsrael's festivals which ought to 
be challenged at a number of points. However, he rightly emphasizes the 
distinctive link between nature festivals and salvation history in Israelite 
religion. Cj E. D. Isaacs and]. B. Payne, 'Feasts' , ISBE 2. 292-294. 
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27 Cj H . H . P. Dressler, 'The Sabbath in the Old Testament', in D. A. Carson 
(ed.), From Sabbath to urd's Day: A Biblical, Historical, and Theological Investigation 
(Grand Rapids : Zondervan, 1982), pp. 22-41, especially pp. 30-3\. 
28 C. Westermann, Praise and Lament in the Psalms (ET, Edinburgh: T. and T. 
Clark, 1965; rev. and enlarged edn. Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1981) 
classifies psalms that acknowledge some unique act of God as 'psalms of 
declarative praise' and psalms that acknowledge God's character and deeds 
more generally as 'psalms of descriptive or narrative praise'. 
29 For a brief survey and critique of various approaches to the interpretation of 
Old Testament sacrifices see E. E. Carpenter, 'Sacrifices and Offerings in the 
aT' , ISBE 4. 260-266. For a comprehensive traditio-historical approach, 
incorporating the views of post-biblical Judaism, see R. J. Daly, Christian 
Sacrifice: The Judaeo-Christian Background before Origen (Washington: Catholic 
University Press, 1978), pp. 1-207. Cj also B. S. Childs, Old Testament Theology 
in a Canonical Context (Philadelphia: Fortress; London: SCM, 1985), pp. 84-91, 
\55-174. 
30 The whole burnt offering was sometimes called the 'ola in Hebrew, a name 
which indicates that it 'went up' in smoke to God, sometimes the killil, to 
indicate that it was 'wholly' consumed on the altar, and sometimes 'iSseh, to 
indicate that it was consumed by 'fire' . Cj H. H. Rowley, Worship in Ancient 
Israel (London : SPCK, 1967), pp. 120-122. 
3 1 Sometimes these sacrifices are referred to under the Hebrew term <:pa~im, a 
general word for sacrifices, sometimes as s'lamim, a term which would seem to 
be connected with the root from which salom, 'peace' or 'well-being', was 
derived , and sometimes by the combination <:pa~ i'lamim. Cj H. H. Rowley, 
Worship in Ancient Israel , pp. 122-126. 
32 The Hebrew term ~Ha 'f can mean 'sin offering' or, where there is no 
reference to sacrifice, simply 'sin' (e .g. Gn. 4:7; 31 :36) . Similarly, 'asiim can 
mean 'guilt offering', with or without sacrifice (if. I Sa. 6:3-4, 8,17), or simply 
'payment' (if. 2 Ki. 12:16 [MT 17)). Cj H. H . Rowley , Worship in Ancient Israel, 
pp. 126-13I. 
~ :I Cj J. Milgrom, 'The Priestly Doctrine of Repentance', RB 82, 1975, 
pp. 186-205. He argues, pp. 195-196, that Nu. 15:30-31 should not be taken 
absolutely to mean that deliberate wrongdoers were ineligible for sacrificial 
atonement. 
34 Pr. 15:8; 21 :27 (if. Sirach 34:18-19) . The Mishnah tractate on the Day of 
Atonement says: 'If a man say, I will sin and repent, I will sin again and 
repent , he will be given no chance to repent, Ifhe say, I will sin and the Day of 
Atonement will clear me, the Day of Atonement will effect no atonement' (Yoma 
8.9) . 
35 Cf Lv. 14:12, 20; Nu . 6:16-17; Ezk. 43:18-27; 45:17b; 2 Ch. 29:20-36. 
These observations follow the insights of A. F. Rainey, 'The Order of the 
Sacrifices in the Old Testament Ritual Texts', Biblica 51, 1970, pp. 485-488. 
For a different type of classification see F. M. Young, The Use of Sacrificial Ideas 
in Greek Christian Writers from the New Testament to John Chrysostom (Cambridge, 
MA: Philadelphia Patristic Foundation, 1979), pp. 35-43. 
36 E. R. Leach, Culture and Communication (London and New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1976), p. 89. It is significant that Lv. 1:4 attaches this promise 
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to the requirement: 'and it will be accepted on his behalf to make atonement for 
him' . 
37 G. J . Wenham, The Book of Leviticus, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1979) , p. 62, argues that this view and the view of Leach can both be supported 
from Scripture and that it is not necessary to decide between them. For an 
unconvincing argument against such notions see H . H . Rowley, Worship in 
Ancient Israel, pp. 92-94 and F. M. Young, Sacrijicialldeas, pp. 51-53. 
38 It is widely thought that the book of Psalms preserves a variety of texts 
designed to help the worshippers enter into the true meaning of the cult. Cj H . 
H . Rowley, Worship in Ancient Israel, pp. 135-139. However, it is too simplistic to 
say that psalms which relate to a cui tic setting reflect the 'inner' side to the 
'outer' side of the sacrificial ritual. 
39 G.] . Wenham, Leviticus, p. 20. Note Wenham's whole discussion of the holy
common, clean-unclean distinctions, pp. 18-25, based on the work of M. 
Douglas, Purity and Danger (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1966). 
40 Cj D.J. McCarthy, 'The Symbolism of Blood and Sacrifice', jBL 88, 1969, 
pp. 166-176, and 'Further Notes on the Symbolism of Blood and Sacrifice', jBL 
92, 1973, pp. 205-210. 
41 Cj G. J. Wenham, Leviticus, pp. 28, 61-63, 245, following J. Milgrom, 'A 
Prolegomenon to Leviticus 17:11',JBL 90,1971 , pp. 150-151, and B. A. Levine, 
In the Presence of the Lord, S]LA 5 (Leiden: Brill, 1974), pp. 67-68. Conven
tionally, scholars have taken kiPPir to mean 'to cover (up/over) sins', but this 
has been challenged by Levine, pp. 56-63 . Cj the criticism of Milgrom's work 
by B. S. Childs , Old Testament Theology, pp. 170-171. 
42 Cj B. A. Levine, In the Presence of the Lord, pp. 65-66, and H. E. Freeman, 
'The Problem of the Efficacy of Old Testament Sacrifices' , Bulletin of the 
Evangelical Theological Society 5, 1962, pp. 73-79. 
4 3 R. E. Clements, God and Temple , p. 40. 
44 Cj R. E. Clements, God and Temple, pp. 57-58, for the various ways in which 
Nathan's prophetic rejection of David 's proposal has been interpreted . Against 
Clements, it is not necessary to suppose that the original prophecy entirely 
dismissed the idea of building a temple. 
45 The Hebrew word bayi! (Greek, oikos) can mean 'temple' in the sense of 
' house of God ' , but it can also function metaphorically to mean 'household' or 
'dynasty'. Cj H . A. Hoffner, TDOT 2. 111-1l6. bayi! is strictly a building or 
part ofa building (cJ. banti, 'to build' ). 
46 The so-called Deuteronomic school is said to have introduced the idea that 
God was only present by means of his name: the temple was a specially holy 
site where God could be summoned by name and where he would respond. Cj 
G. von Rad, Studies in Deuteronomy, SBT 9 (London: SCM, 1953), pp. 38-40, 
and the development of this by Clements, God and Temple, pp. 94-99. 
47 G. H . Jones , 1-2 Kings, NCB Vol I (Basingstoke: Morgan and Scott; Grand 
Rapids : Eerdmans, 1984) , p. 155, reflecting the arguments of R. de Vaux, 
'Le lieu que Yahve a choisi pour y etablir son nom' , in F. Maass (ed.), Das 
feme und nahe Wort , FS L. Rost, BZAW 105 (Berlin: W . de Gruyter, 1967) , 
pp. 219-228. 
48 R. E. Clements (God and Temple, pp. 65-67) argues that the decoration of the 
temple with cosmic symbolism signified 'the cosmic rule of the God who was 

53 



ENGAGING WITH GOD 

worshipped there' . The whole outlook and purpose of the temple was to stress 
'his creative and universal action'. 
49 Cj H . H . Rowley, Worship in Ancient Israel, pp. 144-175. 
50 W. J. Dumbrell, The End of the Beginning, p. 57 . He draws a number of 
parallels between Ezk. 4D - 48 and the Sinai accounts from Ex. 
!II Thus, for example, the prophet Malachi summoned his contemporaries 
under Persian rule to repentance in view of their neglect of the covenant 
obligations and their abuse of the temple and its worship (Mal. I - 2) . Many 
seemed to have abandoned all hope of a glorious future for Israel, but Malachi 
reaffirmed that God would suddenly come to his temple . His coming would 
mean judgment and purification, but he would unquestionably establish a pure 
worship (Mal. 3 - 4) . 
. ~2 Such a hope forms the basis of the prayer to God for the restoration of 
oppressed and scattered Israel in Sirach 36:11-14. Cj R.J. McKelvey, The New 
Temple: The Church in the New Testament (London and New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1969), pp. 15-57, for a survey of intertestamental expecta
tions. 
53 B. Gartner, The Temple and Communiry in Qumran and the New Testament, 
SNTSMS I (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965), p. 14. From their 
midst would emerge a priestly Messiah from Aaron's line, to precede the 
coming of the royal Messiah from the house of David, though some scholars 
have disputed that the texts actually envisage two separate Messiahs . 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Honouring, serving and 
respecting God 

Right disposition of the heart and the demonstration 
of this in the whole of religious and moral conduct. 
Here is indeed the true uniqueness of the religion of 
IsraeLI 

In the introduction to this book it was suggested that, from a 
biblical point of view, the worship of the living and true God is 
essentially an engagement with him on the terms that he pro
poses and in the way that he alone makes possible. Old Testa
ment teaching on this theme was explored in the last chapter, 
with only some attention to the relevant vocabulary. Now it is 
time to investigate the meaning and significance of certain key 
words and to explore more fully what it meant for people in Old 
Testament times to engage with God. 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, ' to worship' is ' to 
honour or revere as a supernatural being or power, or as a holy 
thing; to regard or approach with veneration; to adore with 
appropriate acts, or ceremonies' . 2 In English usage, 'worship' is 
an attitude of veneration or devotion, or that attitude expressed 
in particular actions . The English word 'worship' is thus used to 
translate certain Hebrew and Greek terms in Scripture, which 
designate a specific bodily gesture, expressing an attitude of 
grateful submission, praise or homage to God. More generally, 
the same terms may denote activities such as the offering of 

55 



ENGAGING WITH GOD 

sacrifices, going to the temple, or participating in a festival. 
When this is the case, the word 'worship' in the English transla
tion can be understood to mean engaging in a religious ceremony 
or series of rituals (e.g. 'He went up to worship at the temple'). 
Of course, the English word can also be understood in an even 
more general sense, to describe a whole system of thought and 
activity by which people seek to relate to God (e.g. as in the 
expression 'Jewish worship'). 

To complicate the matter further, certain other Hebrew and 
Greek terms are regularly used in Scripture, in parallel with the 
words already mentioned. These are literally represented in the 
English versions by 'serve' or 'service', but sometimes more 
loosely by 'worship'. What is the relationship between such 
service and our 'worship' of God? Another group of terms 
encompasses the notion of 'fearing' God and the religious 
activity which gives expression to that fear. 

In preparation for our study of the New Testament, each 
section of this chapter will focus on the relevant Greek terms, as 
well as commenting on the underlying Hebrew. This is because 
the writers of the New Testament appear to have been consider
ably influenced by the Greek translation of the Old Testament 
(called the Septuagint, or LXX) and its use of worship terminol
ogy. Readers who are unfamiliar with Hebrew or Greek will be 
pleased to discover that technicalities are confined to the 
endnotes as much as possible! 

The-biblical words for worship do not represent discrete con
cepts but are part of a whole mosaic of thought about the way to 
relate to God. They are important windows into that structure of 
thought, but other terms such as faith, love and obedience ought 
to be considered together with the particular concepts under 
review _ Overall, the aim of this chapter is to gain a better 
understanding of the theme or doctrine of worship in the Old 
Testament by looking at the way key words are used in a variety 
of contexts. 
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Worship as homage or grateful submission 

The word in the Greek Bible most commonly translated 'to 
worship' is proskynein. 3 The early history of the meaning of this 
verb in Greek literature is obscure and debated by scholars. It is 
a compound of pros ('towards' ) and kynein ('to kiss ' ) and it has 
been argued that the compound originally referred to a kiss of 
respect or adoration blown towards one of a higher rank. 4 On 
the other hand, from earliest times the compound verb in Greek 
literature expressed the widespread oriental custom of casting 
oneself on the ground, as a total bodily gesture of respect before a 
great one, kissing his feet, the hem of his garment or the ground . 
While some have insisted that proskynein only ever implied a 
gesture of kneeling or prostration, others have argued that there 
is evidence for some continued association with the gesture of 
kissing.5 

In the context of human relationships, kneeling or prostration 
was a way of greeting people respectfully or of paying homage to 
them. Falling down before the image of a god or making some 
literal gesture of homage was a way of acknowledging the god 's 
presence and of expressing devotion. The notion of propitiating 
the gods by doing obeisance to certain sacred objects and places 
is more specifically indicated in some Greek literature.6 

At an early stage proskynein came to be used for the inward 
attitude of homage or respect which the outward gesture repres
ented. Thus, Sophocles has one of his characters say that he 
would like to handle the bow of Heracles and 'adore it as a god'.7 
This is similar to the metaphorical use of the word 'worship ' in 
English, in expressions such as 'he worshipped the ground on 
which she stood '. The notion of literal prostration persisted in 
Greek literature, however, and remained the predominant idea 
wherever the verb was used in inscriptions. The more general 
sense prevailed in surviving papyrus documents.8 

In the Septuagint, proskynein was used with much the same 
range of meaning as in non-biblical literature. Occasionally it 
translates other Hebrew verbs, but is virtually the only word 
used to render some form of histal;awa.. Recent scholarship has 
suggested that the literal meaning of this verb, which occurs one 
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hundred and seventy times in the Hebrew Bible, is 'bend oneself 
over at the waist'.9 That is, in many contexts, the Hebrew 
indicates more precisely the nature of the gesture in Israelite 
culture when literal obeisance is in view. The Greek term is still 
a very apt rendering of the Hebrew, but it should be recognized 
that bowing or bending over, rather than casting oneself on 
the ground, is the usual method of expressing homage in the 
Bible. 

Greeting or homage to other mortals or to angels 
In some Old Testament passages, a simple greeting with respect 
is expressed by the use of this terminology (e.g. Gn. 18:2; Ex. 
18:7; I Ki. 1:47).\0 Other contexts suggest that the gesture is 
more an expression of obeisance or subservience (e.g. Gn. 23:7, 
12; 33:3, 6-7; 37:7,9-10). Elsewhere, homage with gratitude is 
specifically indicated by the context (e.g. Ru. 2:10; 2 Ki. 4:36; 
I Sa. 20:41). Occasionally the posture is one of supplication or 
entreaty before a great one (e.g. Ex. 11 :8; 2 Sa. 14:4; 2 Sa. 16:4). 

A spontaneous response to divine disclosures 
The simple translation 'to worship', which is so often found in 
the English versions where God is the object, may obscure the 
fact that a specific posture is meant here too. As a general rule, 
when hista~awa. or proskynein are used in their primary (postural) 
sense, adverbial phrases indicating the direction of the physical 
movement (e.g. 'to the earth', 'before the people' , 'before God') 
are employed in the Hebrew and the Greek text. Where these 
indicators are not present, these verbs may be taken in their 
secondary (transferred or abstract) sense, namely 'worship, 
adore, pay homage', though the more literal (postural) sense 
may still be more appropriate in such contexts. II 

'Bending over to the LORD' in the Old Testament fundamen
tally expressed awe and submission to God. In many passages 
this is specifically motivated by gratitude. Thus, Abraham's 
servant, sent to find a wife for Isaac, and discovering that his 
prayer had been wonderfully answered, 'bent over and fell on his 
face to the LORD' (lit.), saying 'Praise be to the LORD, the God of 
my master Abraham, who has not abandoned his kindness and 
faithfulness to my master' (Gn. 24:26-27a; if v. 52). When the 
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Israelites in Egypt learned from Moses and Aaron that the LORD 

was concerned enough about them to rescue them from their 
misery , 'they bowed down and paid homage' (Ex. 4:31, liL) . This 
gesture towards God appears to have been an expression of their 
belief in his promises, their dependence on his power to save 
them, and their gratitude for the hope he was holding out to 
them. 

Discovering that God would be merciful to the Israelites and 
forgive them for the episode of the golden calf, Moses similarly 
'bowed to the ground at once and paid homage' (Ex. 34:8, liL) . 
Before he opened his mouth in prayer, he expressed his grateful 
acknowledgment of the revelation of God's character that had 
just been conveyed to him (vv. 6-7). When Gideon was given 
divine assurance of victory over the Midianites, 'he bent over' 
(NIV 'he worshipped God', Jdg. 7:15), presumably in awe as 
much as in gratitude. Job's posture in Job 1:20-21 was one of 
both grief and submission, as he blessed God in the midst of his 
suffering. 

Each of these examples indicates an immediate and spon
taneous reaction to events and circumstances. Both the Hebrew 
and the corresponding Greek verb are to be understood in the 
physical sense of bending or bowing, as a gesture of awe and 
surrender to God, often with thanksgiving, in response to some 
gracious revelation of the LORD in word or deed. 

Homage to God in a cultic context 
The only command in the Mosaic law to bend over before the 
LORD was in connection with the presentation of the firstfruits at 
the sanctuary approved by God (DL 26: 1-11). Each succeeding 
generation was to follow the example of those who first took 
possession of the land and acknowledge that it was the gracious 
gift of God in fulfilment of his covenant promises. Using the 
personal form prescribed in the confession offaith ('I declare this 
day . .. ', vv. 3-lOa, RSV), the individual who brought the first
fruits 'acknowledged himself to be the personal recipient of 
the gift promised centuries beforehand to the patriarchs' .12 With 
this confession, and the presentation of the basket of firstfruits 
in front of the altar (v. 4), bending over before the LORD was 
an expression of gratitude and humble submission to God as 
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saviour, provider and sustainer. God's goodness in creation 
was clearly linked in this way with his saving purposes for 
Israel. 

When the Israelites gave generously for the building of the 
temple, David praised God for his greatness and power, dis
played particularly in his goodness to his people (1 Ch. 29:10-
19). Then he exhorted the assembly tojoin him in praising God. 
'So they all praised the LORD, the God of their fathers; they 
prostrated and bent over to the LORD and to the king and offered 
sacrifices to the LORD' (vv. 20-2Ia, liL). A similar posture 
before God and the king is indicated, with a note of homage and 
gratitude implied in both cases, but with sacrifice clearly dif
ferentiating the response to the kingship of God. Once again, 
sacrifice is associated with this gesture and with the public 
expression of praise to God in 2 Chronicles 7:3-4; 29:28-30. 

At the great gathering of those returned from the Babylonian 
exile to hear Ezra read 'the Book of the Law of Moses', 'Ezra 
praised the LORD, the great God; and all the people responded, 
"Amen, Amen," with raising of their hands, and they bent over 
to the LORD and fell on their faces to the ground' (Ne. 8:6, if. 
9:3) . 13 This was an expression of submission to the will of God, 
whose commands for his people had been proclaimed afresh (if. 
Ex. 12:27-28). As their forefathers at Mount Sinai had encoun
tered God through the words spoken by Moses, so this later 
generation acknowledged his kingly presence and authority. 
They did this as the Book of the Law of Moses was read and an 
interpretation was given by the Levites (if. 8:8) . Yet the response 
of the people was also one of tears (8:9) and we read later of them 
confessing ' their sins and the wickedness of their fathers' (9:2), 
as they recognized the seriousness of God's demand and their 
shortfall in meeting it. 

Kneeling or falling on one's face was sometimes an attitude 
of prayer in situations of great significance or distress (e.g. 
Nu. 16:22; Dt. 9:18, 25; 1 Ki. 8:54; Ezr. 9:5; 10:1). In such cases, 
other related Hebrew verbs were used, but not hiSta/rwa. 14 

This is surprising since the latter certainly describes a posture 
of entreaty before another person (e.g. Ex. 1l:8; 2 Sa. 14:4; 
16:4). However, when hista/rwa or proskynein indicate a posture 
towards God, belief, dependence and submission are being 
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expressed, usually associated with thanksgiving rather than 
supplication. 15 

Worship as a more general and abstract notion 

When other verbs denoting bowing or kneeling are absent from 
the context and there are no other indicators of physical move
ment, the more general and abstract sense of 'worship' may be 
understood . Thus, the notion of paying homage to God by an act 
of sacrifice is intended in passages like Genesis 22:5 (if. v. 2); 
I Samuel 15:25, 30 and Jeremiah 7:2 (compare v. 21), and the 
translation 'to worship to the LORD' is possible. In Psalm 29:2, 
which calls upon the heavenly host to 'worship the LORD in the 
splendour of his holiness ', the parallel expression suggests that 
this homage to God is to be paid by praise, ascribing to the LORD 

'the glory due to his name'. However, when similar terminology 
is used in Psalm 96:9, as part of a summons to the nations to 
'ascribe to the LORD the glory due to his name' (v . 8), the 
preceding expression ('bring an offering and come into his 
courts') suggests that participation in the temple cult is 
intended. Perhaps a literal bowing down before God is 
envisaged, together with the related activities of praise and 
sacrifice (if. also I Ch. 16:29) . 

Quite often, hista~awa is juxtaposed with another Hebrew 
verb, 'agag ('to serve'), in passages forbidding the Israelites to 
engage in idolatry in any form (e .g. Ex. 20:5; 23:24; Dt. 4:19; 5:9), 
or in contexts describing their disobedience to these commands 
(e.g. I Ki. 16:31; 2 Ki. 17:16; 21:3, 21) . It is possible to render this 
combination 'worship and serve', though 'bow down and serve' 
might be better, since literally bowing or bending over was such 
a significant expression of devotion to a god. 16 Some such action 
was a regular part of ancient near-eastern religion (e.g. Ex. 32:8; 
Nu. 25:2; Ezk. 8:16) and it would seem that the act of bending 
over to honour a god came to represent the cult itself so that in 
many contexts the customary worship of idols is intended by the 
use of hista~wa and proskynein. God's people were not to pay 
homage to false gods by engaging in foreign cults and were not to 
make any idols to represent the LORD. Even though bending 
over before the LORD at his sanctuary appeared to be like the 
ritual bowing of pagans before idols, it was simply a recognition of 
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his kingly presence in their midst, without confusing that presence 
with any image or representation of God (e .g. Ex. 24:1; 33:10).17 

The call of the psalmist for God's people to come regularly 
'before his face and bear witness to him' (Ps. 95:2)18 is followed 
by an exhortation involving three verbs. The Hebrew means 
literally, 'let us bend over and stoop down, let us kneel before the 
LORD our maker' (v. 6). His presence with his people was to be 
acknowledged by such postures of adoration and homage. This 
was to take place as testimony to his mighty works in creation 
and redemption was given in public praise (vv. 1- 5) . Psalm 95 
suggests that God encounters his people in the context of a 
temple festival as the truth about his character and his dealing 
with his people is recounted. Their praise then becomes the basis 
for a challenge to go on listening to his voice, not hardening their 
hearts in unbelief and disobedience, so that they might enter his 
' rest' (vv. 7-11) . 

Other passages in the Psalms clearly speak of bending over 
towards the temple in Jerusalem (e.g. Pss. 5:7; 138:2) or worship
ping 'at his footstool', meaning the ark of the covenant (Pss. 
99:5; 132:7) . Bending over before God in the forecourt of the 
temple, turning one's face to the sanctuary, is envisaged as an 
expression of reverence (Ps. 5:8) or praise (Pss . 99:5; 138:2) to 
the one whose presence in the midst of his people is affirmed by 
these institutions. It is important to note, however, that the same 
psalms affirm God's heavenly rule and encourage his people to 
acknowledge his kingly presence everywhere. 19 

A number of psalms contain the promise that the nations will 
one day respond to the LORD and will come and bow down 
before him (e.g. Pss. 22:27, 29; 86:9). This reflects the prophetic 
view of the future, with its focus on Jerusalem as the divine 
sanctuary to which the nations must come in pilgrimage (e.g. Is . 
2:1-3): the LORD will gather the remnant of Israel together as 
one, to worship him on his holy mountain in Jerusalem (Is . 
27:12-13), and all the nations will come and bend over before 
him (Is . 66:23) .20 The vision of the nations paying homage to 
Israel 's God is expressed with similar terminology in other pas
sages such as Isaiah 45:23 ('Before me every knee will bow; by 
me every tongue will swear' ). 
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Conclusion: worship as homage or grateful submission 
In the Old Testament, bowing down or bending over could 
simply be a respectful greeting, but more often than not it was an 
expression of inferior status and subservience to another person. 
Sometimes this obeisance was an indication of gratitude and 
sometimes it was associated with supplication or entreaty. 
Whatever the situation, it was a recognition of the total depend
ence of one party on another for the provision of some need. The 
same posture was adopted spontaneously by people confronted 
with sudden disclosures of God's power and grace, in answered 
prayers, assurances of forgiveness or promises of victory. As 
such, it was a recognition of God's revealed character and not 
merely his presence. Sometimes it was associated with an out
burst of praise, but sometimes the gesture itself appears to have 
been sufficient to express the trust and gratitude of those con
cerned. Even in more formal and cultic contexts, the gesture of 
bending over to the LORD was regularly a response to some 
reminder of his character and purposes. 

Part of the ritual of worship came to stand for the whole, so 
that bending over to the LORD came to represent devotion and 
submission to him as a pattern of life. Particularly by means of 
sacrifice and praise in the temple cult at Jerusalem, God's 
dominion over the whole creation, his gracious rule over his 
chosen people, and his kingly presence in their midst was 
acknowledged. Such homage to God is essentially what is meant 
when the English word 'worship' translates hiStaJrwa and prosky
nein in the Old Testament. The reference is either to spontaneous 
acts of adoration or to the expression of homage in obedience to 
his commands. 

It would be wrong to conclude from this analysis that a 
particular posture or gesture is somehow essential to true wor
ship. The culturally accepted way of responding to great ones 
and benefactors in the ancient world became a means of acknow
ledging the power and grace of God. But the Old Testament 
makes it clear that faith, gratitude and obedience are the essen
tial requirements for acceptable worship. 
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Worship as service 

Another verb in the Greek Bible often translated 'to worship' is 
latreuein. 21 In view of its use in non-biblical as well as biblical 
literature, it is more adequately rendered 'to serve'. It was one of 
a number of terms in the Greek language for 'service', each of 
which will be noted and its relevance to our study considered. 
Latreuein was rarely employed in Greek literature until the trans
lators of the Septuagint gave it special prominence, using it to 
refer exclusively to the service rendered to God or to heathen 
gods, and especially service by means of sacrifice or some other 
ritual. While the word-group could mean 'serving for a wage' 
(latron) or for a reward,22 more often than not it was used in 
connection with slavery, rather than hired employment. Such 
terminology could also express the service rendered to the gods, 
so that Plato could write of divine service (latreia) in terms of 
purifications and sacred rites.23 It could also refer to Socrates 
having a service received from and paid to a god, which he 
discharged by exercising his wisdom.24 By New Testament times 
this word-group had come to be used predominantly for religious 
or cultic duties. 

The word more regularly used by Greek writers to refer to the 
obligations of a slave (doulos) to his master was douleuein. This 
meant 'to serve as a slave', with a stress on subjection. Since this 
verb and its cognates conveyed the notion of total dependence 
and of obedience without any right of personal choice, it was 
generally not regarded as an appropriate expression of service to 
the gods in Greek religion.25 It is therefore significant that the 
Greek translators of the Old Testament showed no hesitation in 
using douleuein to describe the bond-service due to the God of 
Israel, as well as the service due to human masters. In this 
respect they followed the pattern of the Hebrew text, where the 
verb 'ii~ar! with a direct object means 'to serve', in religious and 
non-religious contexts alike. The writers of the New Testament 
similarly sensed no difficulty in using douleuein in connection with 
the service of God. 26 

There are about ninety occasions when latreuein is employed in 
the LXX, seventy of which are in Exodus, Deuteronomy, Joshua 
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and Judges. In each case, religious service is implied by the 
context, and it is this usage that is mostly followed and adapted 
by New Testament writers. Douleuein is generally employed in 
these books where the reference is to a master-servant relation
ship in the human sphere,27 though it occasionally has a relig
ious reference.28 Such variations in the Greek text ~re an attempt 
to convey the different applications of 'iipag. In the rest of the 
Old Testament, however, where latreuein occurs very rarely, 
douleuein does double service for both the religious and non
religious applications of the same Hebrew verb. Where douleuein 
or the noun douleia ('service') occur in Godward contexts they 
denote whole-hearted commitment to God expressed in cultic 
activity (e.g. I Ch. 25:6; 2 Ch. 30:8). 

The service oj all IsraeL 
According to the book of Exodus, Israel's redemption from 
slavery was to release the people for service to God on the 
mountain where he first revealed himself to Moses (Ex. 3:12). 
Again and again in the following chapters, Moses demands that 
Israel be allowed to serve God in the desert. 29 When the parallel 
expressions 'to sacrifice to the LORD' (e.g. Ex. 3:18; 5:3, 8, 17) 
and 'to hold a festival' (Ex. 5:1) are used, it is clear that Moses is 
seeking permission from Pharaoh for the Hebrews to 'formalize 
their relationship with their God by serving him cultically 
with sacrificial offerings'. 30 Again this term figures regularly 
in significant contexts in Deuteronomy. When Israel was 
reminded that God had delivered them from 'the house of 
slavery' (Dt. 6:12) and was then charged to 'fear' him, to 'serve' 
him, and to 'swear' in his name alone (Dt. 6:13), it was 
implied that, the LORD having broken the old ties binding 
his people to Egypt, 'had thus won the right to call them his 
vassals' .31 

Serving the LORD is a comprehensive term for Israel's rela
tionship with God (Dt. 10:12, 20; 11:13). Bowing down and 
serving aspects of the creation or other gods is strictly forbidden 
(Dt. 4:19, 28; 5:9; 7:4, 16; 8:19; 11:16,28; 28:14) and provisions are 
made for the removal of every temptation to indulge in idolatry 
(12:2; 13:1-18; 16:21-17:7; 29:18[17]). Although cultic service to 
the living God is clearly involved, some contexts set this service 
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within the broader framework of fearing him, walking in all his 
ways , and observing all his commands and decrees. 

Thus, in Deuteronomy 10:12-13, ' to serve the LORD your God 
with all your heart and with all your soul' implies a total lifestyle 
of allegiance to God (cJ. Jos. 22:5).32 So also in the book of 
Joshua, while it is clear that the LORD is to be served specifically 
'at his sanctuary', with burnt offerings, sacrifices and fellowship 
offerings Gos. 22:27), the call is to 'fear the LORD and serve him 
with all faithfulness' , by rejecting other gods and giving him 
wholehearted allegiance (24:14-24) . The service of God is not 
possible for those who indulge in a life of sin and rebellion 
(24:19 - 20) .33 

The noun iatreia is used only nine times in the LXX, five times 
translating the Hebrew 'a~o#, and four times appearing in texts 
for which there is no Hebrew original. I t denotes service ren
dered to other people (3 Macc. 4: 14), cultic service to other gods 
(I Macc. 1:43) , and cultic service to the God of Israel (I Ch. 
28:13). The Passover was a particular 'service' to be observed by 
Israel, in remembrance of the Lord's redemptive work at the 
time of the exodus (Ex. 12:25-26; 13:5). When latreutin or iatreia 
are applied to the service of God they almost always denote the 
worship of the people as a whole, not the specific work of the 
priests or Levites.34 

Priestly service in Israel 
When the translators of the LXX wished to specify the priestly 
role in the cultic service of Israel they chose to use the verb 
leitourgein, the noun leitourgia, and related terms. Although this 
word-group is only found a total of fifteen times in the New 
Testament,35 its usage is often quite significant. Of course, the 
English words ' liturgy' and 'liturgical' are derived from these 
Greek terms, but this English usage is too narrow to convey the 
range of meaning of the words in the Greek Bible. 

In non-biblical writings this terminology appears to have 
undergone a considerable development in meaning. It first 
appears in a technical political sense, with reference to the 
discharge of specific services to the body politic, either levied by 
law or rendered voluntarily.36 This usage is then extended to 
cover any service to the community and then service in general, 
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such as that of slaves to masters, or of friends to one another. 37 
Apart from this wholly secular application of the terminology, 
there developed a specialized cultic usage in Greek literature and 
inscriptions. Thus, various cultic and festive acts, such as cho
ruses, hymns, dances, filling the streets with the savour of sacri
fices, and wearing garlands, are services said to be sanctioned, 
commanded and regulated by the gods, and those performing 
them are 'serving the god'.38 It is tempting to connect this 
religious sense with the original political sense of the terminol
ogy, viewing service to the gods as a service to the nation. The 
evidence, however, suggests rather that 'liturgies' were consid
ered as having been imposed by the gods for their benefit. Priests 
and cultic officials are the representatives of the people but, 
when this terminology is used, the object of their work is regu
larly the gods and not the people themselves. 

The LXX uses leitourgein some 100 times, and generally with 
specific reference to the service of God in tabernacle or temple by 
priests and Levites. They were those with a special responsibility 
to 'minister to the LORD' or ' to serve the LORD', 39 who are also 
described as serving the altar Uoell:9, 13; if. Ex. 28:43), serving 
in God's sanctuary and so serving 'God's house' (Ezk. 44:11 ; 
45:5; 46:24). The Levites 'ministered their ministry' under the 
supervision of Aaron and his sons (Nu. 8:22; if. 18:21 , 23) . 
Indeed, the Levites were to minister to Aaron (Nu. 3:6) , carrying 
out certain specified functions (e.g . Nu. 3:7-9) , while he and his 
sons fulfilled their priestly service. Thus, the service of the Lev
ites to the priests was part of their service to the LORD. Accord
ing to their respective duties, priests and Levites were ' to offer 
burnt offerings and fellowship offerings, to minister, to give 
thanks and to sing praises at the gates of the LORD'S dwelling' (2 
Ch. 31:2) .40 

As a rule, this Greek verb translates the Hebrew Siri~ (Piel, 'to 
minister, serve') when the reference is cultic. When other ser
vices or relations are on view, different Greek words are mostly 
used to render this Hebrew verb.41 Apart from two references to 
the service of foreign gods (Ezk. 44:12; 2 Ch. 15:16) , and occa
sional non-cultic applications of the terminology (e.g. Jos . 1:1; 
I Ki. 1:4, 15; 19:21), we may conclude that leitourgein, leitourgia, 
and related terms were generally employed by the translators of 
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the LXX as technical terms for the ministries of priests to God 
and of Levites to priests.42 

There are occasions when the people represented by the 
priests are explicitly designated as the beneficiaries of the 
priestly ministry (e.g. 2 Ch. 35:3; Ezk. 44:11) . However, the 
nation is served by the priests only to the extent that it is enabled 
to offer its sacrifices through their mediation. Fundamentally, 
God is the recipient of all cultic service in Israel.43 Even so, the 
Old Testament does not allow that God himself benefits in any 
material way from the priestly discharge of the ' liturgies' he 
imposes on his people. Thus, for example, pagan views of sacri
fice are dismissed when God says: 

I have no need of a bull from your stall 
or of goats from your pens, 

for every animal of the forest is mine, 
and the cattle on a thousand hills .. . 

If I were hungry I would not tell you, 
for the world is mine, and all that is in it. 

Do I eat the flesh of bulls 
or drink the blood of goats? 

(Ps. 50:9-10,12- 13) 

Other Greek terms for service 
In Greek literature the therapeuein word-group denoted a willing
ness to serve and to care for someone more powerful or someone 
in need. In some contexts the meaning was explicitly ' to heal '. 
The terminology was readily applied to the service of the gods on 
the understanding that they must be tended or cared for, to gain 
their favour. 44 The cultivation of the favour of the gods usually 
took place by means of sacrifice, though some writers stressed 
the prior importance of moral purity on the part of those offering 
sacrifices.45 The LXX rarely uses therapeuein in Godward contexts, 
presumably because of the danger of suggesting that the service 
of the God of Israel involved the cultivation of his favour. 46 

Similarly in the New Testament, this verb is only used once in a 
religious sense, to bring out the point that the God who made the 
world and everything in it is not, like the gods of paganism, 
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'served by human hands, as if he needed anything' (Acts 17:25; 
cf. Ps. 50:9-13) . 

The hypiretein word-group in non-biblical usage denoted ser
vice to a superior that involved a willing acceptance of subor
dination, without prejudice to one's personal dignity and worth. 
The terminology was applied to every sphere of human life. In a 
religious sense it could mean devoting one's life to the service of 
the gods by philosophical endeavour,47 or by praying and sacri
ficing to them.48 Again, it is interesting to observe that in the 
LXX the hypiretein word-group plays next to no role. Apart from 
the notion that some will serve kings and other great ones (e.g . 
Jb. 1:3; Pro 14:35; Sirach 39:4), and that certain objects serve 
human needs (Wisdom 13:11; 15:7), there is the idea that creation 
serves God (Wisdom 16:21, 24-25; 19:6), or that rulers are 
accountable to God as servants of his kingdom (Wisdom 6:4).49 

The diakonein word-group was somewhat similar in meaning 
and indicated 'very personally the service rendered to another', 
without any notion of subjection. 50 Menial tasks such as serving 
at table may have been involved in being a diakonos, but function, 
rather than status was denoted by the terminology. There are 
few instances in Greek literature of diakonein referring to the 
cultic service of the gods, although the expression diakonos tou 
theou ('servant of God') is occasionally found. 51 The verb diako
nein is not used at all in the LXX. The word-group, however, 
assumes considerable importance in the New Testament, where 
certain forms of service may be directed towards fellow human 
beings and yet, at the same time, be viewed as an expression of 
service to God. 

Conclusion: worship as service 
The language of service implies that God is a great king, who 
requires faithfulness and obedience from those who belong to 
him. Israel's service in a cultic way was to be understood as a 
particular expression of the total allegiance due to the LORD, 
who had set them free from slavery in Egypt to serve him 
exclusively. The ministry of priests and Levites in the cult was a 
specialized form of that service to God. As well as having a 
Godward dimension, the priestly ministry functioned to assist 
the nation as a whole in its service to God. The Old Testament 
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indicates in several ways that service to God and service to his 
people are interrelated . 

Cultic activity could be either a recognition of the lordship of 
the God of Israel or a means of dedication to his rivals. Hence 
the constant challenge in the Old Testament not to compromise 
the service of God by engaging in foreign cults or by incorporat
ing elements of those cults within the pattern of the temple 
service. Corruption at the level of the cult was inevitably 
associated with the corruption of Israel's moral and social life. 
CuI tic activity was meant to be a means of maintaining the 
holiness of God 's people. 

More obviously than the language of homage, the terminology 
of service implies devotion to God as a pattern oflife. In modern 
parlance, the word 'worship' is often applied quite strictly to acts 
of homage and devotion and is consequently an appropriate 
translation of histaJrwa and proskynein in many contexts. 
'Bowing down ' to God in the Old Testament, however, is 
ideally an expression of one's desire to 'serve' him. It is 
therefore necessary to recognize that, from a scriptural point 
of view, worship involves specific acts of adoration and 
submission as well as a lifestyle of obedient service. To make 
this point, it may be helpful to translate words indicating service 
to God as 'worship'. There is always the danger, however, that 
readers of the English text will then understand such worship 
purely in cultic terms! The problem for translation and for 
theology is that the English word 'worship' is generally used too 
narrowly. 

Worship as reverence or respect 

A final word-group to be mentioned in this chapter was much 
used in non-biblical literature but only to a limited extent in the 
LXX or in the New Testament. In Greek piety terms based on the 
stem seb- regularly expressed the notion of reverence or respect 
for the gods. The seb- words in the earliest non-biblical texts 
denote awe, 'whether at a great mistake or at something lofty 
and sublime'.52 Not so much fear and trembling, but drawing 
back with admiring respect, is indicated by these sources. Rever-
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ence for the divine, honour for the dead, and respect for parents 
or rulers, can all be denoted by the use of this terminology. 53 

In due course, however, the common verb sebomai and related 
terms encompassed not only a reverential attitude to the gods 
but also the cultic activity which gave expression to that rever
ence. Thus, Herodotus relates how the Spartans, at a shrine 
dedicated to their dead law-giver, 'pay reverence to him 
greatly' ,54 and Isocrates advises, 'Reverence the gods appropri
ately, not only by sacrificing but by keeping one's vowS' .55 The 
true content of piety (eusebeia) for the educated Greek was 'rever
ent and wondering awe at the lofty and pure world of the divine, 
its worship in the cultus, and respect for the orders sustained by 
it. It is not being under the unconditional claim of a personal 
power' .56 

Although the Old Testament acknowledges that dread, shak
ing, trembling or terror may be appropriate responses to a divine 
revelation in certain contexts (e.g. Ex. 3:6; 19:16; 20:18-19; Ps. 
2:11-12; Is. 2:10, 19, 21) , fear of God in the more positive sense of 
reverence or respect is regularly on view. To fear God is to keep 
his commandments (e .g. Dt. 5:29; 6:2, 24; Ec. 12:13), to obey his 
voice (e.g . I Sa. 12:14; Hg. 1:12), to walk in his ways (e.g . Dt. 8:6; 
10:12; 2 Ch. 6:31) , to turn away from evil (e.g . Jb. 1:1 , 8; 2:3; 
28:28; Pr. 3:7), and to serve him (e.g . Dt. 6:13; 10:20; Jos . 24:14) . 
Cultic obedience will clearly be one aspect of that service, 
though this is not normally the focus when the Hebrew verb yare' 
('to fear') and its cognates are used . In contrast with the Greek 
notion of piety, reverence or the fear of the LORD in the Old 
Testament means specifically faithfulness and obedience to the 
covenant demands of God and this is synonymous with true 
religion (e.g. Gn. 20:11; Ex. 18:21; Ps. 25:14; Mal. 3:16; 4:2) . The 
LXX clearly prefers the phoboun word-group to render the various 
meanings of this Hebrew terminologyY 

The verb sebomai occurs infrequently in the Greek Old Testa
ment, translating yare' and its cognates only five times. Occa
sionally the reference is to cultic acts directed towards idols Oos. 
24:33 [LXX only]; if. Wisdom 15:16; Bel and the Dragon 3, 4, 23), 
and occasionally the reference is to Israel's cultic worship or to 
Jewish ritual observance more generally Oos. 22:25; Is. 29:13; if. 
3 Macc. 3:4; 4 Macc. 5:24). Elsewhere, the more general sense of 
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reverence or fear of God expressed by total lifestyle is implied by 
the context. Thus, Joshua declared that the purpose of the 
exodus deliverance was to reveal God's might to the nations and 
to enable Israel always to 'fear the LORD' Oos. 4:24), Jonah 
described himself as one who fears 'the LORD, the God of 
heaven, who made the sea and the land' Oon. 1:9) and, 
within the Wisdom literature, Job is given as an outstanding 
example of one 'who fears God and turns away from evil' 
Ob. 1:8, RSV).58 It cannot always be assumed that sebomai was 
chosen to indicate specifically the cultic expression of reverence 
for God. 

In the New Testament, the notion of fearing God emerges at a 
number of points with the employment of phoboun or phobos (e.g. 
Acts 9:31; 2 Cor. 5:11; 7:1; Col. 3:22; 1 Pet. 1:17; 2:17). The seb
words are mostly not used of Christian believers in their relation
ship with God.59 Apart from this, the noun eusebeia ('piety, 
godliness') and related words are applied to Christians in only a 
few particular contexts.60 

Conclusion: worship as reverence or respect 
The biblical concept of the fear of the LORD differed consider
ably from Greco-Roman notions of piety. In the Old Testament, 
reverence or respect for God is essentially a matter of walking in 
his ways and keeping his commandments. Worship in the sense 
of obedience to the cultic demands of God can be designated in 
the LXX by the common Greek word sebomai, but this is rare. 
Worship in the sense of a lifestyle of reverent obedience is more 
often in view, but even this use of the terminology is rare in the 
Greek Bible. Preference for the phoboun word group to render 
the relevant Hebrew terms suggests that the translators were 
seeking to highlight the distinctiveness of the scriptural view of 
reverence. 

Conclusion 

From one point of view, worship in the Old Testament is an 
attitude of homage or adoration to God as a great king. It could 
be expressed in silence or by a simple gesture. It could be 
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indicated by that gesture in association with praise or the offer
ing of sacrifices. In the final analysis, it is the attitude of the 
heart that really matters. Such responses were made spon
taneously, in recognition of some new disclosure of God's 
character and will, 01' in the course of some regular pattern of 
ritual activity. 

Adoration was not a form of intimacy with God or an indica
tion of special affection towards him,61 but rather an expression 
of awe or grateful submission - a recognition of his gracious 
character and rule. This is consistent with my interpretation of 
the tabernacle, the ark and the temple as symbols of God 's 
kingly presence in the midst of his people. The ritual associated 
with these institutions was consequently the cultic means of 
acknowledging God's power and presence. 

From another point of view, acceptable worship in the Old 
Testament is service rendered to God. With the use of such 
terminology, the focus is again on the acknowledgment of his 
divine kingship in national and personal life. Moreover, Scrip
ture indicates that it was only possible to serve the LORD accept
ably because of his gracious initiative, rescuing his people from 
bondage to other masters, and revealing his will to them. The 
service of God demanded obedience and faithfulness in every 
sphere of life, with cultic activity being viewed as a particular 
expression of Israel's dependence upon and submission to God. 
The service of priests and Levites within the prescribed cult was 
designed to facilitate the service of all Israel to God. 

Reverence or the fear of the LORD in the Old Testament 
means faithfulness and obedience to all the covenant demands of 
God. While this found expression in cultic activity, the reference 
was normally to the honouring of God by total lifestyle. When 
Christians imply that reverence is essentially a matter of one's 
demeanour in church services, they show little understanding of 
the Bible's teaching on this subject! 

Thus, acceptable worship in Old Testament terms involves 
homage, service and reverence, demonstrated in the whole of 
life. A common factor in these three ways of describing Israel's 
response to God is the assumption that he had acted towards 
them in revelation and redemption, to make it possible for them 
to engage with him acceptably. By contrast, the worship 

73 



ENGAGING WITH GOD 

activities of the nations are considered to be offensive to God, 
because they are human inventions, arising from misconceptions 
about God and ignorance about what pleases him. 

The overlap of meaning between these concepts may be some
what imperfectly represented as in the diagram below. 

Cultic activity 

Respect for God 

74 



HONOURING , SERVING AND RESPECTING GOD 

Notes 
I H. Strathmann, TDNT 4. 61 , commenting particularly on the notion of 
service to God in the Old Testament. 
2 Tiu Oxford English Dictionary, Vol. XII V-Z (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1933), 
pp. 320-32\' A number of obsolete uses of the noun and the verb are noted in 
this dictionary, relating mainly to the showing of respect or honour to a person 
or thing. An address like 'your worship' to someone like a mayor remains as an 
example of this ancient usage. 
3 This verb occurs no less than 60 times in the New Testament, but is better 
rendered in some contexts 'to bow down' or 'to pay homage'. The noun 
proskynetes ('worshipper' ) occurs once, in)n. 4:23. 
4 Cj H. Greev~n , TDNT 6. 758-759, following). Horst, Proskynein. Zur 
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following). Horst, Proskynein, 18,24. So also H. Schonweiss, NIDN1T2. 876) . 
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Plato, Republic 451a, 469a. 
7 Proskysai th ' hosptr tluon (Sophocles, Philoctetes, 656-657) . Earlier, Philoctetes 
summons Neoptolemus to 'salute' or 'show respect' for his home as he departs 
(proskysante ten eso aoikon eisoikisin, 533-534). 
8 Two interesting applications of this terminology occur together in a papyrus 
letter from the first or second century AD, cited in G . H. R. Horsley (ed.), New 
Documents Illustrating Early Christianity, I (Sydney: Macquarie University, 1981), 
pp. 56-57. 
9 The root is ~-w-y ('curl up'), rather than s-~-w ('sink down, subside' ), as older 
scholars supposed (cJ. M. I. Gruber, Aspects of Nonverbal Communication in tlu 
Ancient Near East, Studia Pohl 12/1 [Rome: Biblical Institute, 1980] , pp. 90-95, 
H. D. Preuss, TDOT4. 249-250, H .-P. Stiihli, THAT\. 530-531) . The other 
Hebrew verbs rendered by proskynein are sagatj, ' to bow down' (Is. 44:15, 17,19, 
and the corresponding Aramaic verb in Du. 2:46; 3:5-7, 10-12, 14-15, 18, 28 
[95]) ; kara', ' to kneel down' (Est. 3:2, 5) ; nasaq 'to kiss ' (I Ki . 19:18) ; zua' 'to 
tremble' (Dn. 6:27 [26]) ; and 'a~at} ' to serve' (Ps . 97 [96] :7) . H . Greeven 
(TDNT 6. 760, n. 23) discusses the few instances where hi'Sta/f'wa is not 
rendered by proskynein. 
10 H. Greeven (TDNT6. 761) reads too much into the text when he argues that 
in such verses ' there is always expressed in the act a recognition that the one 
thus honoured is God's instrument'. 
II This is a modified version of the position ofM. I. Gruber (Nonverbal Communi
cation, pp. 96-97) . Against Gruber, when the Hebrew pairs hiStalf'wa with 
another verb meaning ' to bow down' (as, for example, in Ex. 4:31), hiSta/f'wa is 
more logically read in a semi-technical or transferred sense, namely 'to wor
ship, adore, pay homage' (i.e ., They 'bowed down and paid homage') . 
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12 J. A. Thompson, Deuteronomy, TOTC (London: IVP; Grand Rapids: Eerd
mans, 1974), p . 256. 
13 Translation of M . I. Gruber (Nonverbal Communication, p. 130) , who com
ments that the 'raising of the hands' accompanying the exclamation 'Amen, 
Amen ' is a gesture of affirmation, 'an extension of the oath gesture from the 
judicial sphere to the cultic' (p. 130, n. I) . 
.. Sacrifice, prayer and bending over to the LORD are obviously closely linked 
in Scripture. Yet, the gesture of bending over cannot simply be equated with 
prayer. For a comprehensive study of postures for prayer and the relevant 
Hebrew terminology cf. M. I. Gruber, Nonverbal Communication, pp. 90-151. 
15 Moses' posture in Ex. 34:8-9 was certainly a preliminary to intercession, 
but it was primarily a response of awe and gratitude to the revelation of God's 
grace that he hadjust received (vv. 5-7) . Supplication may be implied in I Sa. 
1:19, but the reference is more likely to be quite generally to participation in the 
sacrificial ritual at Shiloh (cf. 1:3) . 2 Ch. 20:18 has been taken to refer to a 
posture of entreaty to God, but it is more obviously an expression of grateful 
submission to the will of God, as proclaimed by the prophet (vv. 14-17). 
16 It is strange that the translators of the RSV and NIV prefer to translate 
hiStaJtwti 'bow down' in contexts where 'ii~a!l is juxtaposed, rendering the latter 
' to worship', rather than ' to serve' . Yet these versions translate hiJta/twti 
'worship' where the Hebrew text has more obvious indicators that a specific 
physical gesture is in view. 
17 What the elders of Israel actually 'saw' in their encounter with God in Ex. 
24 was only the glory that was 'under his feet' (v. 10) . Their response was to eat 
and drink in God's presence (v. II), expressing the reality of their acceptance 
by God in the covenant relationship he had established (cf. Gn. 31:46, 54) . 
Later, whenever the people saw the pillar of cloud standing at the entrance of 
'the tent of meeting', ' they all stood and worshipped, each at the entrance to his 
tent' (Ex. 33:10)' yet this response was an acknowledgment that God was speaking 
to Moses (vv. 8-9), not a form of adoration directed to the tent or the cloud. 
18 This is the more literal rendering of A. Weiser, The Psalms (ET, London: SCM; 
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1962) , p. 625. RSV has 'Let us come into his presence 
with thanksgiving' and NIV 'Let us come before him with thanksgiving' . 
19 The Israelites were taught to offer praise 'in the joyous hope of the coming of 
the righteous rule of their God over the whole world' (A. Weiser, The Psalms, 
p. 643) . Cj Ps. 99:1-3. 
20 The same fundamental notion of universal worship is expressed differently 
by Zp. 2:11 (every nation 'in its own land') and Zc. 14:16-17 (in Jerusalem, 
'year by year') . 
2 1 This verb occurs some 21 times in the New Testament, with the cognate 
noun latreia (,worship' ) being found 5 times, in In. 16:2; Rom. 9:4; 12:1; Heb. 
9:1, 6. 
22 E.g. Solon 13. 47-48 (latreutin) ; Pindar, Olympian Odes 10. 28 (latrion) . I am 
indebted to the comprehensive study of the serving terms in Greek usage from 
Homer (where applicable) to the end of the New Testament era, provided by 
Mark Harding, The Terminology of Respecting and Serving God in the New Testament 
Era, M. A. Dissertation (Sydney: Macquarie University, 1987). Cj H. Strath
mann, TDNT 4. 58-59. 
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23 Plato, PhtUdrus 244E. Cj Euripedts, Ion 128, 151-152 (latreuein) ; Phoenician 
Maidens 221 (latris) ; Plutarch, Tlu Oracle at Delphi 407E (latreutin) . 
24 Plato, Apology 23C (hi tou tluou latreia) . Serving wisdom is the notion in 
Sirach 4:14 (cJ. Philo, On tlu Sacrifices of Cain and Abel 84) . 
25 Cj K. H . Rengstorf, TDNT 2. 261-265, 268-269, noting the influence of 
eastern religions on later Greek usage. Douleuein in the sense of dependence and 
subordination in service was regarded as debasing and contemptible (cJ. Epic
tetus, Dissertations 4, I, 7 ff.). 
26 Cj the use of this verb in Mt. 6:24; Lk. 16:13; Acts 20:19; Rom. 7:6, 25; 12:11 ; 
14:18; 16:18; Eph. 6:7; Col. 3:24; I Thes. 1:9. Rom. 6:16-23 offers a particularly 
striking picture of servitude to God using related terms. 
2 7 E.g . Ex. 14:5, 12; 21:2, 6; Dt. 15:12, 18;Jdg. 3:8, 14; 9:28, 38. Latreuein is never 
used in this sense. Cj H. Strathmann, TDNT 4. 60. 
28 E.g. Ex. 23:33; Dt. 13:5 (Codex A); 28:64;Jdg. 2:7; 10:6, 10, 13, 16 (Codex B). 
29 E.g. Ex. 4:23; 8:1 [LXX , 7:26]; 8:20 [LXX, 8:16]; 9:1, 13; 10:3, 7, 24, 26. 
30 D.] . A. Clines, Tlu Theme oftlu Pentateuch,jSOTS 10 (Sheffield:jSOT, 1978) , 
p. 48. 
31 P. C . Craigie, Tlu Book of Deuteronomy, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1976), p. 173. The Hebrew brings out this connection between the verses more 
obviously than the Greek version. In Mt. 4:9-10 ILk. 4:7-8, the basis of Jesus' 
response to Satan's temptation is Dt. 6:13, expressing his determination to 
serve God alone. 
32 Craigie observes that the various expressions in Dt. 10:12-13 have a com
mon theme, which is 'allegiance to the God of the covenant' (Deulerono"!y , 204). 
In Dt. 10:20, the words 'and you shall keep close to him' are added, the 
language indicating a very close and intimate relationship, such as between a 
man and his wife (cJ. the same verb in Gn. 2:24; Jb. 19:20) . Philo (On tlu Special 
Laws I, 300) expounds Dt. 10:12-13 to show that service to God is not 
exhausted by cultic activity . Cj also H . Ringgr~n 7WAT5. 994. 
33 In the inter-testamental book of Sirach the terminology is used in a trans
formed sense to refer to the service of wisdom through morality: ' those who 
serve (hoi latreuontts) her render a cult (leitourglsousin) to the holy ' (4:14) . So also 
in the reflections oflater Judaism on text$ like Dt. 1l :13 and On. 6:1l , 16, it was 
observed that prayer and the study of Torah were service to God. Cj Wisdom 
18:21 and the evidence presented by R. Meyer, TDNT 4. 222-225. 
34 . 1 Esdras 4:54 and 1 Ch . 28:13 appear to be exceptions to this rule. 
35 Lk. 1:23; Acts 13:2; Rom. 13:6; 15:16, 27; 2 Cor. 9:12; Phil. 2:17,25, 30; Heb. 
1:7, 14; 8:2, 6; 9:21 ; 10:11. 
36 E .g. Isocrates, Against Callimachus 58, 64. The older form of the word is Ii
itourgein, indicating that it is a combination of liitos 'concerning the people or 
national community ', and the root erg. Cj H. Strathmann, TDNT 4. 215-219 
and N. Lewis, 'Leitourgia and Related Terms' , Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies 
3, 1960, pp. 175-184; 6, 1965, pp. 227-230. 
3 7 E.g. Aristotle, Politics III , 5, p . 1278a, 12; Plutarch, On a Multitude of Friends 6 
(II, 95e) ; Lucian, Tlu Dance 6. 
38 Litourgon to tluo (Demosthenes, Against Meidias 56. The divine authorization 
of these activities is mentioned in 51-52) . P. Lond., 33 (161 Be) describes those 
engaged in cuItic duties associated with the Serapeion at Memphis as rendering 

77 



ENGAGING WITH GOD 

liturgies in the temple (hai leitourgousai) . Again, P. Tebt., 302:20 (AD 70-71) 
describes priests at Tebtunis performing liturgies with respect to the gods (hai 
tOn the1m leitourgiai). Cf H . Strathmann, TDNT 4.218-219. 
39 Leitourgein kyrio (2 Ch. 11:14; cJ. Ezk. 45:4; Joel 2:17) . 
4() The LXX version of2 Ch. 31 :2 makes leitourgein the last verb in the verse and 
thus associates it with the particular ministry of the Levites in this context. 
This is possibly also the implication of the Hebrew syntax. 
41 H . Strathmann (TDNT4. 219-221) gives some important examples. He also 
notes that leitourgein can be used to translate other Hebrew verbs such as 'alJa4 
when they have a cultic reference. For the differences between '~a4 and siri! in 
the Hebrew text cJ. C . Westerman, THAT2. 1019-1022. 
42 The noun leitourgia occurs some 40 times in the LXX, almost always for the 
Hebrew 'a~olja Usually only a cui tic "'~olja is rendered leitourgia. In other cases, 
a variety of Greek words is used to translate the Hebrew noun. Cf H. Strath
mann, TDNT 4. 221. 
43 M. Harding (Respecting and Serving God, p. 80) takes issue with the argument 
of Strathmann (TDNT 4. 222) that the LXX translators chose leitourgein to 
denote the levi tical duties because this word captured the sense of the benefit to 
Israel which the people enjoyed, following the older official or technical pol
itical use of the terminology. Harding argues, p. 73, that in the LXX, as in 
Greco-Roman literature, this terminology is used in cultic contexts to describe 
the work of discharging 'liturgies' imposed by the gods. However, he acknow
ledges that the Old Testament resists the notion that the priests of Israel 
benefit God in any way. Cj G. E. Wright, The Old Testament Against its 
Environment SBT 2 (London: SCM, 1950), Part III. 
44 Xenophon, Memorabilia 2. 1. 28 (therapeutton tous theous) . A brief catalogue of 
the kinds of activities and dispositions comprehended by therapeia is offered by 
Plato, EutJryphro 13A-C. 
45 E.g. Plato, Laws 716D; Isocrates, To Nicoles 20. The religious significance of 
the terminology is more common in the inscriptions and papyri (cJ. H. W. 
Beyer, TDNT3 . 128-129). 
46 Moses is certainly called God 's therapon (Ex. 4:10; Nu. 12:7; Dt. 3:24; I Ch. 
16:40 (LXX only]) and the Israelites are designated hoi therapeuontts kyrion in Is. 
54:17, instead of the more usual douloi theou.Judith 11:17 speaks of Judith serving 
God day and night, doubtless by ritual observance (cJ. Sirach 35:16), and the 
Letter of Jeremiah 25 uses the terminology to refer to the cuI tic honour paid to 
idols (cJ. Dn. 3:12-13 [LXX only]) . 
47 E.g. Plato, Apology 30A; Epictetus, Discourses 3. 22. 82. 
48 E.g. Plato, Euthyphro 14D (cJ. also 13B). Cj K. H. Rengstorf, TDNT8. 530-532. 
49 The verb hyplrettin occurs in the New Testament only in Acts 13:36; 20:34; 
24:23. The noun Jryplretis is more widely used to describe someone who is the 
instrument of another person's will (e.g . Mt. 5:25-26; 26:58; Lk. 4:20; Acts 
13:5) , including those who are specifically designated as servants of Jesus (e.g., 
In. 18:36; Acts 26:16; I Cor. 4:1; cJ. Lk. 1:2) . 
50 H . W. Beyer, TDNT 2. 81. J . N. Collins, 'Georgi's "Envoys" in 2 Cor
inthians 11 :23', JBL 93, 1974, p. 89, note 4, confirms this and shows from a 
variety of texts that diakonos could indicate the function of a courier, an agent, 
an intermediary, or one waiting in attendance on another. 
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51 E.g. Epictetus, Discourses 3. 22. 69; 3. 24. 65; 3. 26. 28; 4. 7. 20; Josephus, 
Jewish War 3. 354; 4. 626 and the inscriptions cited by H. W. Beyer, TDNT 2. 
92. Josephus (Antiquities 3. 155; 7. 365; 10. 72) uses diakonein to designate cultic 
service to the God oflsrael. 
52 W. Foerster, TDNT7. 169. He argues that the stem seb- means originally ' to 
fall back before' . W. Burkert, Greek Religion (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer
sity, 1985), p. 273, puts it this way: 'To designate the awe that spreads from the 
gods the root seb- appears; etymologically it too points back to danger and 
flight , yet in Greek, reverence and admiration come to the fore .' 
53 E.g. Sophocles, Antigone 777 (the divine) , 780 (the dead); Oedipus at Colonus 
1377 (parents) ; Ajax 667 (kings). Words in the seb- group include, sebomai, 
sebazomai, sebasma, tusebeo, eusebeia, tusebis, theosebeia, theosebis, asebeia, asebis. 
54 Sebontai megalos (Herodotus, Histories I. 66) . So also Dionysius of Halicar
nassus (Roman Antiquities I. 30. 3) writes of the 'divine rites' of the Etruscans (ta 
theia sebasmata) ; and an inscription from Delphi (dated 189 Be) insists that the 
Roman consuls and senate have always paid reverence to (sebesthai) and 
honoured (timan) the gods (W. Dittenberger, Sylloge Inscriptionum Graecarum 
[Leipzig: Hirzel, 31920], #611. 24). CfJosephus, Antiquities 12. 253. 
55 Eusebei ta pros tous theous (Isocrates, To Demonicus 13) . A variety of texts insist 
that the reverence of the gods is not to be restricted to the cultic sphere, e.g., Dio 
Chrysostom Discourses 36. 54; Epictetus, Discourses I. 16. 15-18; P. Oxy., 215.7-
8,16. 
56 W. Foerster, TDNT7 . 178. 
57 The verb phoboun is used some 291 times in the LXX to translateyari'. Cf G. 
Wanke, TDNT9. 197-205. For a helpful summary of biblical teaching on the 
fear of God and a discussion of the relevant terminology see G. A. Lee, ISBE 2. 
289-292. 
58 Jb. 1:9 has sebetai ton theon, whereas Jb. 1:1 uses the adjective theosebis to 
translate the same Hebrew expression. The verb sebomai is used quite generally 
to convey the attitude or life-orientation of reverence to God in Is. 66:14; Dn. 
3:33,90 [LXX only] ; 2 Mace. 1:3. 
59 Indirectly, Christianity is dismissed as a way 'to worship God contrary to 
the law' (para ton nomon . .. sebesthai ton theon) in Acts 18:13. Otherwise sebomai is 
used of non-Christians in Mt. 15:9/ Mk. 7:7 (= Is. 29:13) ; Acts 13:43, 50; 16:14; 
17:4,17; 18:7; 19:27. Cf the variant sebazomai in Rom. 1:25; the noun sebasma in 
Acts 17:23; 2 Thes. 2:4. 
60 Eusebeia is found in Acts 3:12; I Tim. 2:2; 3:16; 4:7-8; 6:3, 5-6, 11; 2 Tim. 
3:5; Tit. 1:1; 2 Pet. 1:3, 6-7; 3:11 ; tusebis in Acts 10:2, 7 (Cornelius) ; 2 Pet. 2:9; 
and tusebos in 2 Tim. 3:12; Tit. 2:12. Cf tusebtin in Acts 17:23 (pagan worship) 
and I Tim. 5:4 (the religious duty of Christian widows) . 
61 G . Kendrick, Worship, pp. 23-24, following the argument ofH. Schon weiss 
and C. Brown, NIDNTT2. 875-876, wrongly supposes thatpros9ntin conveys 
the notion of intimacy. Old Testament usage, rather than any supposed 
etymology of the word, must be the interpreter's guide. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Jesus and the new temple 

The centre of the new religious community was not 
an institution located in buildings or at a place - not 
even in Jerusalem, nor was it a hierarchy or ruling 
organization, nor yet a new ideal or way of life; it was 
simply and entirely the person, Jesus Christ.) 

How did the writers of the New Testament use and adapt Old 
Testament worship themes? In particular, what happened to 
Jewish hopes for the renewal of worship in a restored temple? 
How does the New Testament employ the key worship terms 
reviewed in the last chapter? Turning first to the gospels, we will 
be concerned in the following two chapters to discern Jesus' 
teaching about the traditions of Israel and their fulfilment in the 
messianic era. Jesus provided no systematic instruction about 
such matters, but certain sayings and actions reflect his radical 
perspective. The gospels are also important because they show 
how the evangelists and the early Christian communities viewed 
the significance of Jesus' coming. They illustrate the extent to 
which Jesus had stimulated a whole new way of thinking about 
worship.2 

The gospels are firmly set within the framework of first
century Jewish piety. The sacrificial rituals continue to be main
tained by the official priesthood in the temple at Jerusalem. 
Godly Israelites gather there for prayer in association with the 
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daily offerings or make special pilgrimages to the holy city for 
the celebration of great festivals. In addition we are shown 
the importance of the synagogue as a centre for prayer and the 
study of the Scriptures. The home and the family continue 
to be centres for the propagation and celebration of the faith. 
The ministry of Jesus is intimately connected with each 
of these institutions, yet Matthew and John in particular 
develop a picture of Jesus as the fulfilment of everything that 
the temple stood for and the focus of worship under the new 
covenant. 

The temple, like its predecessor the tabernacle, was regarded 
as a meeting-point between heaven and earth, the place where 
the transcendent Lord of all was pleased to manifest his glory in 
the midst of his people Israel. As a representation of God's 
presence with them and a sign of his rule over them, the temple 
was to be a reference point for the life of the nation. The ritual 
conducted in connection with this holy place was the God
ordained way of maintaining the covenant relationship that he 
had established with them. It was supposed to enable Israel to 
live out its destiny before the nations as 'a kingdom of priests and 
a holy nation'. Consequently, it is not surprising to find various 
expressions of the hope for a new temple at the centre of Jewish 
thinking about the future. With the promise that God would 
dwell forever in the midst of his people, in a new and 
unparalleled way, went the belief that the nations would some
how be united in the worship of the one true God. Matthew and 
John highlight the fulfilment of these expectations in a number of 
distinctive ways . 

Matthew's perspective 

God with us 
The New Testament begins with the assurance that all history 
has been moving towards Jesus Christ as its goal and that he is 
the final and definitive manifestation of God's presence with his 
people. Matthew's genealogy and narrative of the conception 
and naming of Jesus are introduced with the words 'a record of 

81 



ENGAGING WITH GOD 

the origin of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abra
ham' .3 The genealogy points to the rise and fall of the house of 
David in the history ofIsrael and implies the re-establishment of 
Davidic rule in the person of Jesus . As the son of David, he is the 
promised messianic ruler, who will rescue and restore Israel (e.g . 
Is . 11:1-11; Je. 23:5-6). Specifically, he comes to deliver his 
people 'from their sins' (Mt. 1:21). As the son or offspring of 
Abraham he is the one through whom God's promise of univer
sal blessing for the nations will be effected (e.g . Gn. 12:3; 17:7; 
22:18; if. Mt. 28:16-20). 

Although these affirmations are vital for understanding Jesus 
in the light of Jewish expectations, Matthew moves immediately 
to a motif of divine sonship, to indicate the full significance of the 
central character in his gospe1.4 God's intervention through the 
Holy Spirit in the conception and birth of Jesus, as revealed and 
interpreted by an angel of the Lord, marks a radically new 
development in the line of David (compare v. 16 with vv. 18-21). 
As David's son Jesus is also God's son in a unique way. His 
conception signals the fulfilment ofIsaiah 7:14, with its promise 
that the birth of a certain Davidic prince would be the sign of 
God 's continuing presence with his people and therefore an 
assurance of the continuation of his covenant relationship with 
Israel:5 

All this took place to fulfil what the Lord had said 
through the prophet: 'The virgin will be with child 
and will give birth to a son, and they will call him 
Immanuel ' - which means, 'God with us' 
(Mt. 1:22-23) . 

The point is not that Jesus ever bore Immanuel ('God with us') 
as an actual name, but that this title indicates the deepest 
significance of his coming. 

The theme of the divine sonship of Jesus runs like an 
unbroken thread through the early chapters of Matthew, 
'becoming ever more visible and thus alerting the reader to the 
manner in which Matthew would have him comprehend the 
person of Jesus ' .6 In the remainder of this gospel, the confession 
of Jesus as Son of God is obviously central to Matthew's view of 
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discipleship (if. 14:33; 16:16; 27:54; 28:19). The 'Son' theme 
incorporates the notion that Jesus is the one who fulfils the role 
and destiny of the true Israel (if. 2:15; 4:3), as well as the notion 
that he is the promised king ofIsrael (if. 3:17; 16:16; 17:5; 26:63) 
and the one who uniquely manifests the power and presence of 
God amongst his people (if. 8:29; 14:33). The claim that Jesus is 
the Messiah might also have indicated to some of Matthew's 
original readers that he is the one to build the eschatological 
temple. On the other hand, the claim that he is 'God with us' 
suggests that in him is to be found the reality towards which the 
temple pointed. How these themes are expressed and inter
related remains to be explored. 

The first gospel does not explicitly declare Jesus to be the new 
temple, even though there are pointers to the truth that in him 
the promises regarding the temple in the End-time are fulfilled. 
In the debate with the Pharisees about Sabbath-keeping Mat
thew alone records the claim of Jesus that 'one greater than the 
temple is here' (12:6).7 Jesus reminds his opponents that the law 
of Moses provided for the priests in the temple to 'desecrate' the 
Sabbath by fulfilling their duties and yet to remain 'innocent' 
(12 :5; if. Nu. 28:9-10; Lv. 24:8). The recognition that temple 
duties took precedence over Sabbath regulations was an 
accepted Rabbinic argument,S which Jesus took a step further. If 
the service of the temple could legitimate certain work on the 
Sabbath, how much more could 'one greater than the temple' . In 
short, Jesus asserts that he represents God's royal presence and 
authority more fully than the temple. 

Jesus claims to be superior both to David and the temple, and 
as the Son of Man is 'Lord of the Sabbath' (12:8) . The Sabbath 
controversy is not merely an isolated struggle against one aspect 
of Jewish legalism but raises the question of Jesus ' true identity 
and the nature of his authority.9 It is not surprising, therefore, 
that the evangelist goes on to develop that theme. He shows that 
the uniqueness of the person and work of Jesus is linked to his 
possession of the Spirit and that a recognition of this truth is of 
eternal significance (12:18-21, 25-28, 30-32; if. 3:16-17). With 
the transfiguration of Jesus, a veil is withdrawn, and three 
disciples are briefly allowed to see something of the true glory of 
the Son of God (17:1-8). Israel's hope of God tabernacling 
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amongst his people again in a mighty way appears to be in the 
process of fulfilment. The challenge to the disciples is to go on 
listening to Jesus, since he enshrines the true revelation of God. 

Jesus' commissioning of the disciples forms a climax to Mat
thew's presentation of the 'God with us' theme (28:16-20}.Jesus 
appears to the eleven disciples and they acknowledge him as the 
risen Lord (v. 17). He commands them to make disciples of all 
nations because he is the one to whom 'all authority in heaven 
and on earth has been given'. By virtue of his resurrection, the 
exalted Christ has become the one through whom all God's 
authority is mediated to the nations. This new stage in redemp
tive history should impel his disciples forward to 'a universal 
ministry he himself never engaged in during the days of his flesh, 
"except in reluctant anticipation" '.10 Thus, Matthew suggests 
that the acknowledgment of the divine sonship of Jesus and the 
proclamation of his heavenly rule are at the heart of discipleship. 
With these final verses, the evangelist returns to the theme of his 
opening chapter. The blessings promised to Abraham, and 
through him to all peoples on earth (Gn. 12:3) , are now to be 
enjoyed in Jesus the Messiah. His promise to be present always, 
'to the very end of the age' recalls the central idea of the cov
enant in the Old Testament, indicating that the covenant is 
renewed and consummated in Jesus, in whom God's presence is 
perfectly manifested. 

Homage to Jesus 
Apart from the book of Revelation, Matthew's Gospel employs 
the verb proskynein more frequently than any other New Testa
ment writing, with Jesus as its object on ten occasions (2:2,8, ll; 
8:2; 9:18; 14:33; 15:25; 20:20; 28:9, 17). Significantly, it occurs 
first in a narrative introducing a number of other important 
Matthean themes. Magi from the Gentile world express a desire 
to pay homage to the one born king of the Jews (2:2). Herod the 
Great, who had been made king of Judea by the Roman Senate 
and who had consistently crushed all opposition to his rule, is 
represented as similarly seeking to honour the child, while in 
reality plotting to destroy him (2:8) . Supernaturally guided to 
the place where the baby lay, the Magi 'fell down and paid 
homage to him' (pesontes prosekynisan auto), opening their gifts 
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(2:11) . A physical expression of homage is implied by the com
bination of these two verbs. 

Although some English versions view this action as 'worship' 
(AV, RSV, NIV), the statement of the Magi in verse 2 suggests that 
the meaning is homage paid to royalty rather than the worship of 
deity (so Phillips, NEB; if. I Sa. 25:23; 2 Ki. 4:36) .11 Of course, 
Matthew's opening chapter has pointed to Jesus' divine sonship 
and the evangelist no doubt intended his readers to discern that 
this homage had a greater significance than the visitors from the 
East could have imagined. Their attitude to Jesus anticipated 
the submission of the nations to the risen Lord, which is the 
essence of discipleship, according to Matthew 28:16-20. The 
immediate context in Matthew 2, however, does not demand 
that worship of Jesus as Son of God is yet in view. 

On four occasions Matthew portrays persons in need 
approaching Jesus with a form of homage and entreaty (8:2; 
9:18; 15:25; 20:20) . Since proskynein in these verses is not accom
panied by the verb ' to fall down' , most translations understand 
that the posture was either kneeling down (RSV, NIV, Phillips) or, 
more accurately in view of our study of Old Testament usage, 
bowing low (NEB) . Despite the fact that these incidents reveal 
exemplary trust in Jesus and a dawning recognition of his true 
identity, it is doubtful that the posture should be viewed as 
'worship' (AV), implying a recognition of his divine sonship}2 As 
suppliants in the Old Testament expressed their total depend
ence on kings and other authority figures by bowing before them 
and begging for help (e.g. I Sa. 2:36; 2 Sa. 14:4; 16:4), so these 
people recognized the extraordinary power and authority of 
Jesus to meet a variety of needs}3 Furthermore, if Old Testa
ment usage is any guide, when proskynein means 'worship' it 
usually implies humble submission to the will of God or grateful 
acknowledgment of his gracious initiative to those concerned, 
not primarily supplication. 

Similar to the spontaneous reaction of people in the Old 
Testament to divine disclosures is the response of the disciples to 
Jesus when he walked on the water and stilled the storm, and 
'those who were in the boat worshipped him, saying, "Truly you 
are the Son of God" , (Mt. 14:32-33; if. Lk. 5:8). Matthew alone 
records the invitation to Peter to walk on the water (14:28- 31) 
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and offers a more positive conclusion to the incident than Mark 
(14:33; if. Mk. 6:51-52). Associated with this confession of 
divine sons hip, the response of the disciples in Matthew's 
account can be aptly described as worship. In making this 
judgment, it is not necessary to suppose that the evangelist was 
reading into an earlier stage of the disciple's experience an 
estimate of Christ's person which actually emerged at a later 
juncture, either at Caesarea Philippi (16:16) or after the resurrec
tion (28:9, 17) . 

The important claim of Jesus in Matthew 11:27 ('No-one 
knows the Son except the Father, and no-one knows the Father 
except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal 
him') brings the whole of Christ's ministry under the head of 
revelation. The Father's revelation of the Son is inextricably 
bound up with the Son's revelation of the Father. Since 'the 
entire history of Christ has been in the nature of a divine revela
tion which the disciples, with greater or lesser clarity, and with 
admixture of doubt and bewilderment, have come to compre
hend ', 14 Matthew 14:33 and 16: 16 represent different stages in 
the subjective apprehension by the disciples of the revelation 
being made to them. Whatever the precise understanding of the 
disciples on this occasion, Matthew surely intended his post
resurrection readers to recognize Jesus here as 'the one who has 
dominion over chaos and evil, the one whom the church con
fesses and worships as the Son of God, "God with us" , .15 

In recording the mock homage of the soldiers, Matthew does 
not use the word proskynein, as Mark does (Mt. 27:28-30, if. Mk. 
15:19). Presumably this is because he wishes to retain the term as 
an indicator of the right sort of approach to Jesus. As the gospel 
draws to its climax, there is no doubt that the approach in 
question should ultimately be identified as 'worship' in the sense 
of acknowledging the presence and authority of the risen Lord. 
The response of the women to an appearance of Christ (28:9) 
and the response of the eleven disciples when they meet him on 
the mountain (28: 17) 16 is the same expression of grateful and 
reverent homage found in 14:33. Indeed, the final encounter with 
the resurrected Christ involves an unmistakable declaration of 
his divine kingship ('All authority in heaven and on earth has 
been given to me') and the implication of the charge that follows 
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is that the disciples are to call upon people everywhere to express 
the same homage to Christ as they disciple the nations. 

A consideration of the concluding scene of Matthew's gospel 
reveals the 'affective response' which the narrative as a whole 
seeks to produce. 'The proper response to the risen Lord is 
worship (28: 17) and confidence (28:20) derived from the sure 
knowledge that all authority has been granted to Jesus the 
Messiah. The narrator expects the readers to worship Jesus as 
the risen Lord and to be confident that he is present to the 
church until the close of the age.'17 Indeed, the great commission 
is 'not an ending but a beginning, which invites the reader to 
discipleship and the evangelization of the nations' .18 Because 
worship and confidence hinge upon the person of Jesus, the plot 
of Matthew's gospel is largely concerned with the recognition of 
his true identity. 

In short, Matthew develops a picture of Jesus as the one to 
whom 'every knee should bow' (if. Is. 45:22-23; Phil. 2:1O). At 
the most basic level, suppliants come to him for life and health 
and even for a place of honour in his kingdom. At the most 
profound level, he is to be acknowledged as the one who, in his 
earthly life, was truly 'God with us' and is now the resurrected 
Son of God. We may infer that unbelievers begin to worship 
Christ when they recognize his true identity and turn to him, 
yielding themselves in grateful obedience to the Saviour and 
Lord of the nations. Matthew's presentation of Christ is 
designed to elicit such worship. Disciples continue in the wor
ship of Christ as they confess him, obey his teaching, proclaim 
his heavenly rule, and bring others to acknowledge him too. 

The cleansing of the temple 
As in the other synoptic gospels, the final visit of Jesus to 
Jerusalem to preach in the temple courts and celebrate the 
Passover with his disciples is shown in Matthew to be the visit of 
ultimate importance, both for Judaism and Jesus (Mt. 21 :1 -
26:30; if. Mk. 11:1 - 14:26; Lk. 19:28 - 22:38). It is the focus of 
Jesus ' attention and teaching in the central section of each of 
these gospels, as he leads his disciples to that last, fateful encoun
ter with the Jewish authorities and ultimately his death (Mt. 
16:21- 20:34; Mk. 8:31- 10:52; Lk. 9:22 - 19:27) . 
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Mark prefaces the narrative of the cleansing of the temple 
with a report of Jesus cursing a fig tree (Mk. 11 :12-14) and 
follows this up with a note about the fig tree having withered in 
response to his word (11:20-21). Matthew combines the two 
parts of this story into one and records it after the visit to the 
temple . Mark's structure makes the cursing of the fig tree and 
the cleansing of the temple more explicitly a commentary on 
each other. This prophetic-type action, using a traditional sym
bol for Israel 's fruitfulness or lack offruitfulness before God (e.g . 
Je. 8:13; 29:17; Ho. 9:10, 16; Joel 1:7; Mi. 7:1-6), dramatizes the 
judgment that is about to fall on Jerusalem and the temple. Just 
as the leaves of the tree concealed the fact that there were no figs 
to eat, so the temple and its activities concealed the fact that 
Israel was not producing the fruit of obedience demanded by 
God from his covenant people. Mark presents the cleansing of 
the temple more obviously as an acted parable of the judgment 
to come, though that theme is not absent from the context in 
Matthew (21 :18-19, 33-44) and Luke (19:41-44; 20:9-18)}9 

I t would seem from rabbinic evidence that the establishment 
of markets in the temple forecourt, where pilgrims could buy 
objects for sacrifice and change their Roman money to pay the 
annual half-shekel temple tax (cJ. Ex. 30:13-16), was a shocking 
innovation introduced by the high priest Caiaphas in about AD 

30.20 At one level, Jesus ' violent expulsion of the merchants 
could simply have been understood as an expression of the deep 
indignation shared by others in his day at this abuse of the 
temple and its sacred precincts.2 1 However, Jesus' use of Isaiah 
56:7 (' My house will be called a house of prayer for all nations'), 
in combination with a phrase from Jeremiah 7:11 ('but you are 
making it " a den of robbers" '), suggests a deeper significance to 
his actions. The designation of the temple as a house of prayer 
for God's people recalls Solomon's dedication in 1 Kings 8:28-
30. In Isaiah the Lord affirms his intention to allow foreigners 
who 'bind themselves to the LORD' (Is. 56:6) and hold fast to his 
covenant to share in the blessings of his house: 

These I will bring to my holy mountain and give 
them joy in my house of prayer. Their burnt offerings 
and sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; for my 
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house will be called a house of prayer for all nations 
(Is . 56:7; cf 2:1-4; I Ki. 8:41-43). 

The omission of the words 'for all nations' in Matthew and 
Luke has been taken as an indication that these evangelists were 
playing down this aspect of Jesus' challenge.22 Since it was the 
outer 'court of the Gentiles' that he cleared, however, the theme 
is really implicit in these accounts. Jesus ' contemporaries had 
obscured the temple's true function as a place where God's 
holiness was to be revealed and where pure worship was to be 
offered . In particular they had prevented Gentiles from using the 
one place set aside for them to pray, by turning it into a 'den of 
robbers '. This phrase was no doubt designed to suggest a link 
with Jeremiah's temple sermon Ue. 7:1-11) , in which the 
prophet warned his contemporaries about the danger of believ
ing that the temple guaranteed their security, no matter how 
they behaved. Implicit in Jesus ' challenge is the suggestion that 
'the Jews were not simply robbing one another; they were rob
bing God' .23 Unless the temple functioned in Israel 's life as God 
intended, the Abrahamic promise could not be fulfilled and 
Israel could not be the means by which God's blessing extended 
to all the nations. 

It is not possible to explore all the different nuances in the 
various gospel accounts of the cleansing of the temple. Jesus 
appears to some extent as a prophetic reformer, challenging 
Israel to face afresh the fundamental question of what it means 
to be the people of God. He briefly takes possession of the temple 
as a basis for teaching the people and preaching the gospel (Mt. 
21:23 - 24:1) .24 In his teaching, however, he offers no hope for 
Israel because of its corrupt leadership (Mt. 21:33-44 and paral
lels), condemning the hypocrisy of the teachers of the law and 
Pharisees without denouncing the law, the temple or the customs 
of Judaism themselves (Mt. 23:1-36) . Since the religious leaders 
have persistently resisted and persecuted the messengers of God 
and now seek to turn the people away from Jesus, he predicts the 
judgment of God upon that generation, involving the desolation 
of Jerusalem and its 'house' (Mt. 23:37-39, cf Lk. 13:34- 35; 
19:41-44; 23:28-31). 

Israel and the temple have not functioned according to God's 
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plan and so the gospels indicate that Jesus is to become the 
centre of salvation and blessing for the nations (e.g. Mt. 28:18-
20; Lk. 24:46-49; In. 12:20-33). The tearing of the curtain of 
the temple from top to bottom at the moment of Jesus' death 
(Mt. 27:51 ; Mk. 15:38; Lk. 23:45) could be taken as an expres
sion of the judgment of God, anticipating the more drastic events 
to come in AD 70, but also as a symbol of the opening of a new 
way to God through the death of Jesus . 

Jesus' prediction of the destruction of the temple 
Before Jesus could be condemned correctly under Jewish law the 
agreement of two witnesses had to be obtained (if. Nu. 25:30; Dt. 
17:6; 19: 15). Matthew indicates the difficulty the authorities 
had in finding such witnesses, until two gave testimony that he 
had said , ' I am able to destroy the temple of God and rebuild 
it in three days' (Mt. 26:59-61). The parallel in Mark 
14:57- 59 expands the charge, claiming that Jesus said, ' I will 
destroy this man-made temple and in three days will build 
another, not made by man.'25 Matthew says the Sanhedrin 
was looking for 'false evidence' and that many ' false witnesses' 
came forward but does not, like Mark, dismiss this particular 
testimony as false. In both gospels Jesus refuses to comment 
on such a charge, which leads the high priest to demand if he is 
truly the Christ. This was logical , since any suggestion of replac
ing the temple might have been understood as a messianic 
claim. On the basis of his response to this question Jesus was 
condemned to death for blasphemy. Although the evidence 
of the witnesses may have been inconsistent and distorted, 
the question remains whether it was a complete fabrication 
or whether it was a misrepresentation of a genuine saying of 
Jesus. 26 

Jesus certainly foretold the abandonment of Jerusalem by God 
and the destruction of the temple. After his denunciation of the 
teachers of the law and the Pharisees for their hypocrisy and 
resistance to the truth, Matthew marks the climax of Jesus' 
public teaching ministry with these words: 

o Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets 
and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed 
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to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her 
chicks under her wings, but you were not willing. 
Look, your house is left to you desolate. For I tell 
you, you will not see me again until you say, 'Blessed 
is he who comes in the name of the Lord' (Mt. 
23:37-39; if. Lk. 13:34-35; 19:41-44). 

Jerusalem represents the nation, condemned by Jesus for its 
treatment of the messengers of God, and unwilling to repent. He 
speaks as one who has been exercising the divine function of 
gathering Israel to himself, but who has been rejected. While the 
word 'house' might refer to Israel as a whole (if. 10:6; 15:24), the 
immediate context suggests that the temple is specifically in view 
(cJ. 24:1-2). In any case, Israel, Jerusalem and the temple are all 
closely connected in biblical thought and rise and fall together. 
The declaration 'your house is left to you desolate' speaks 'not so 
much of the physical condition of the temple, as of the fact that 
God has departed from it' (cJ. Ezk. 10:18-19; 1l:22-23}.27 In 
other words, the temple is abandoned because the relationship 
with God which it symbolizes is broken (cJ. Je. 12:7). Jesus 
implies that what Israel does with him, and not with the temple, 
determines the nation's fate. This saying falls short, however, of 
any suggestion that Jesus himself might be responsible for the 
destruction of the temple and its replacement with another. 

Each of the synoptic gospels presents an eschatological dis
course delivered by Jesus to the disciples, as a last piece of 
instruction before they prepare to celebrate the Passover 
together. In each case, remarks about the magnificence of the 
temple buildings provoke him to predict that 'not one stone here 
will be left on another; every one will be thrown down' (Mt. 24:2; 
if. Mk. 13:2; Lk. 21:6).28 Apart from the fact that this prophecy 
and all that follows is delivered to the disciples in private, 
however, the form of words can hardly be taken as the basis for 
the charge by the witnesses at his trial. No utterance of Jesus 
except the saying recorded in John 2:19 can account for the 
development of that garbled testimony.29 This important text 
will be discussed later in this chapter. 
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Gathering in Jesus' name 
Temple imagery is not explicitly transferred to the Christian 
community in Matthew's gospel, though it is easy to see how 
that application could later be made. The well-known saying in 
18:20 identifies Jesus himself with the divine presence and prom
ises his presence to the most insignificant gathering of two or 
three in his name.30 The broader context is a discourse from 
Jesus on relationships in the messianic community and the 
immediate setting is his teaching about the treatment of a 
'brother' who sins against another member of 'the church' 
(18:15-17).31 Various instructions about how to deal with such 
difficulties are given, culminating in the promise of Jesus 'I tell 
you the truth, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in 
heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in 
heaven' (v. 18) . The future perfect construction in the Greek here 
(literally, 'will have been bound ... will have been loosed') 
implies that when disciples unite to rebuke or to forgive in such a 
case, their action will carry the prior endorsement of heaven! 
How is it possible for disciples to be so in touch with the will of 
God? 

The word 'again' (palin) in verse 19 appears to introduce 
intercessory prayer as a new subject ('Again, I tell you that if 
two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be 
done for you by my Father in heaven' ). A link is maintained with 
what has gone before, however, by the repetition of the promise 
that decisions on earth will be ratified in heaven. Prayer expres
sing agreement on earth about difficult relationships or any 
other matter will be answered in heaven by the one whom Jesus 
uniquely calls ' my Father' (if. 1l:25-27). Such agreement is 
possible where disciples are gathered in Christ's name. This will 
not simply refer to any gathering that is remotely connected with 
the name of Christ but to disciples united in their desire to obey 
his teaching and reflect his character in their lives together. 32 

Wherever such union occurs, Christ is truly present, enabling 
disciples to know the will of heaven and to seek for the Father's 
will to be done. In the final analysis, it is Christ's promise to be 
present with his people that makes possible the fulfilment of the 
other promises in this passage. 
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Two or three engaged in evangelism are just as much assured 
of Christ's presence with them as those meeting for prayer, to 
study the Scriptures, or to resolve some problem of relationships 
in the Christian assembly (if. 28:18-20). Jesus' teaching 
here invites comparison with the assertion of the Rabbis that 
'when two sit together and words of the Law (are) between 
them, the Shekinah (God's presence) rests between them'.33 
In the final analysis, the New Testament proclaims that 
Jesus Christ in union with his church is the new temple, where 
God dwells in or through the Spirit (e.g. 1 Cor. 3:11-17; Eph. 
2:18-22) . 

John'S perspective 

God with us 
The fourth gospel has even more to say about the way in which 
Jesus replaces the Old Testament institutions of worship. The 
divine presence is no longer bound to the temple, but the Word 
who was with God 'in the beginning' and who in fact 'was God', 
has become flesh and taken up temporary residence or 'pitched 
his tent among us' (1:14, lit .: eskinosen en lzimin). This terminology 
recalls the instruction to Israel to make a tent-sanctuary (Ex. 
25:8-9, skini), as the site of God's localized presence on earth, 
and the later teaching about God's presence in the temple or on 
Zion, his holy hill. The prophets jndicated that in the End-time 
God. would 'make his dwelling' (kataskinoun) in the midst of his 
people for ever Ooel 3:17; Zc. 2:10; if. Ezk. 43:7) and John 
proclaims the fulfilment of that promise in the incarnation of the 
eternal Word.34 John 1:14 goes on to record the testimony of 
those true Israelites, who 'received him' and 'believed in his 
name' (if. vv. 11-13): 'We have seen his glory, the glory of the 
One and Only [Son], who came from the Father, full of grace 
and truth.' 

InJesus, the believing community has seen the glory of God, 
which in the Old Testament was associated with Mount Sinai 
(Ex. 24:15-16), the tabernacle (Ex. 40:34) and then the temple 
in Jerusalem (I Ki. 8:10-11; Is. 6:1-4) and which, it was 
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believed, would be revealed to 'all mankind' in the new age (Is. 
40:5) . Ezekiel's vision of the glory of God filling the restored 
temple (Ezk. 44:4) has been witnessed in Christ. God has 
pitched the ultimate tabernacle in the flesh of Jesus and in this 
way made his glory visible! Yet, 'it is not only his glory, his name 
or s~khinah, but God himself, God the Word, who dwells with his 
people. Now at last the longstanding tension between the tran
scendence and the immanence of God is resolved.'35 

As in Matthew's gospel, the notion of God's presence among 
his people is closely tied to the divine sonship of Jesus: literally, 
the glory is 'as ofa father's only [son]'.36 The 'Son' theme in the 
fourth gospel incorporates the same ideas as in the synoptics, but 
John goes beyond the other gospels in bringing out more clearly 
the essential identity of 'the Son' with the Father (e.g. 14:9-11), 
at the same time pointing to the complete dependence of the Son 
on the Father (e.g. 5:19-23). The evangelist demonstrates from 
the material that he records how 'any meanings so far given to 
the name "son of God" are far transcended by the reality which 
is in Jesus'. 37 

As the one who is 'full of grace and truth' On. 1:14), the Son 
supremely manifests that divine mercy and faithfulness pro
claimed to Moses on Sinai at the renewal of the covenant (Ex. 
34:6), and associated with the promise of God's continuing 
presence with his people. The giving of the law through Moses 
was an expression of God's enduring love, but 'from the fulness 
of his grace' Christians have received 'grace upon grace' (RSV) 
through Jesus Christ, who is the embodiment of grace and truth 
On. I: 16-17) . Not even the greatest representatives of Israel 
such as Moses and Isaiah actually saw God, but 'God the only 
[Son], who is at the Father's side, has made him known' (1:18).38 
Thus, as a climax to a chapter of confessions about the person 
and work of Christ, Jesus tells Nathaniel, 'I tell you the truth, 
you shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and 
descending on the Son of Man' (1:51) . Despite the complexity of 
this verse, its allusion to the dream of Jacob in Genesis 28:12 is 
clear and suggests thatJesus as the Son of Man is the new Bethel 
('the house of God ... the gate of heaven', Gn. 28:17), the new 
point of contact between earth and heaven. 

The emphasis on the presence of God in the person of Jesus 
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has an important outcome in the teaching of John's gospel about 
the Spirit. Jesus is the one who baptizes in Holy Spirit (1 :33) and 
through the Spirit makes the benefits of his saving work avail
able in the present age (3:5-8; 6:63; 7:37-39). Through the gift 
of the Spirit, the glorified and exalted Lord Jesus continues to 
dwell in and with his disciples (14:15-20). The Counsellor, 
whom the Father sends in Christ's name, teaches and guides the 
community of believers through the apostolic word, reminding 
them of everything the earthly Jesus said (14:26; 16:13-15). 
Then, through their testimony, the Spirit convinces or convicts 
the unbelieving world (16:8-11; if. 15:26-27) and enables disci
ples to fulfil their missionary charge (20:21- 23). 'The Spirit is 
thus the eschatological continuum in which the work of Christ, 
initiated in his ministry and awaiting its termination at his 
return, is wrought out.'39 

Jesus' prediction of the temple's replacement 
Although John's narrative of the cleansing of the temple (2:13-
22) is similar enough to the synoptic tradition concerning the 
visit of Jesus at the end of his ministry, there are some important 
differences.40 Chapters 2 - 4 portray Jesus as the one in whom 
the religion of the Jews finds ultimate fulfilment J and it would 
seem that the evangelist has placed the cleansing narrative at 
this early stage in his gospel to assist in the development of this 
theme.41 Jesus reveals something of his true identity and purpose 
at the temple site, first by his authoritative action and then by 
his saying about the raising up of a new temple. John's inter
pretation makes it clear that Jesus becomes the true temple, the 
house of prayer for all nations, by means of his death and 
resurrection. 

As in the synoptic accounts, Jesus' cleansing of the temple in 
John 2 is at one level a prophetic-type protest against the pro
fanation of God's house. To those who sold doves he said, 'Get 
these out of here! How dare you turn my Father's house into a 
market!' This recalls the prophecy of Zechariah 14:21 ('There 
shall no longer be a trader in the house of the LORD of hosts on 
that day', RSV) and suggests that Jesus was taking action to 
bring about the fulfilment of that End-time vision, in which God 
is to be glorified by the pure worship of his people.42 The 
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immediate context in the fourth gospel also suggests that the 
action was a specifically messianic sign, pointing to the replace
ment of the temple by Jesus . At the wedding in Cana of Galilee 
(2:1-12), Jesus changed the water in the six stone jars used by 
theJews for ceremonial washing into wine and thus 'revealed his 
glory' to his disciples. This is the first of a series of signs indicat
ing that Jesus is the one sent by the Father to replace the 
customs and feasts of Judaism. Jesus does this by bringing in the 
blessings of the messianic era, here signified by the abundance of 
choice wine.43 By cleansing the temple, he further revealed 
himself as the one sent to replace the institutions of the Mosaic 
covenant. 

Although the witnesses at Jesus' trial and the bystanders at 
the crucifixion charged Jesus with saying, 'I will destroy this 
temple' , John 2:19 records that he actually said, 'Destroy this 
temple' (lysate ton naon touton)' using the imperative in an ironical 
way, as if to suggest to the authorities, 'Go ahead and destroy 
this temple and see what happens!' Apart from other minor 
differences, the synoptic reports use the verb 'to build' (oikodo
mein) , which is applicable only to another edifice such as the 
existing temple, whereas John's report uses 'to raise up' 
(egeirein), which may refer to a building or to the resurrection of 
Jesus ' body. On the surface, this pronouncement refers simply to 
the Jerusalem temple and could have been taken as a claim by 
Jesus to be the builder of the eschatological temple ('Destroy the 
existing temple and I will raise it again in three days'). The 
insight that this saying referred to his resurrection body came 
only after he had been raised and the disciples 'believed the 
Scripture and the words that Jesus had spoken' (2:22).44 The 
expression ' in three days' ('after three days' in the synoptics) 
meant a short, but indefinite time (if. Ex. 19:11; Ho. 6:2; Lk. 
13:32) and hinted at a miraculous establishment of the new 
edifice. Hence the response of the Jews: 'It has taken forty-six 
years to build this temple, and you are going to raise it in three 
days?' (2:20) . 

The Scripture that the disciples 'believed' Un. 2:22) was 
probably Psalm 69:9 (cited in In. 2:17). John emphasizes the 
typological or predictive aspect of this psalm about a righteous 
sufferer by substituting the future tense ('Zeal for your house will 
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consume me' ) for the past tense. As a prophecy of Jesus' death , it 
suggests that Jesus' concern to establish the purpose of God for 
Israel, Jerusalem and the temple would destroy him! Because of 
this zeal, the Jewish leaders would bring about his death, but 
Jesus would take up his life again. John indicates that the glory 
of God is ultimately manifested in the death of Jesus on behalf of 
God's flock, so that he might raise them up to share the new life 
of the kingdom with him (if. 10:14-30). The incarnation makes 
possible a manifestation of the glory of God surpassing anything 
experienced in the Old Testament, but the hour of the Son's 
death is the hour of his ultimate glory and the moment when he 
completes the task of glorifying the Father, opening the way for 
believers from every nation to enjoy eternal life (if. 2:4; 12:23-
26; 17:1-5) . 

The temple stood for revelation and purification: it was both 
the meeting-place of heaven and earth and the place of sacrifice 
for purification from sin. Thus, it found fulfilment in the incarna
tion and the sacrifice of Christ. The coming of the 'Greeks' to 
Jerusalem marked the beginning of the predicted pilgrimage of 
the nations to Zion and was the signal to Jesus that the hour of 
his glorification through death had come (12:20- 33). His 'lifting 
up' from the earth would be the means by which he drew the 
nations to himself. The temple of the new age in John's gospel is 
not the church but the crucified and resurrected Son of God .45 

Worship in spirit and truth 
The teaching on worship in John 4 forms an important part of 
the evangelist's total picture of the fulfilment of Old Testament 
institutions in the person and work of Christ. John moves from 
the idea of Jesus as the true tabernacle (1 :14) and the true temple 
(2:19) to suggest that he fulfils the ideal of the holy mountain 
where God can be encountered (4:20-24). Having exhibited the 
sort of knowledge which suggested that he was a prophet (4: 18-
19),Jesus was asked by the Samaritan woman to settle a contro
versial question: 'Our fathers worshipped on this mountain, but 
you Jews claim that the place where we must worship is in 
Jerusalem' (4:20) . With such a question, the woman was not 
simply seeking to avoid the issue of her own moral and spiritual 
condition. The Samaritans expected a Taheb (lit., ' the one who 
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returns'), who would be a prophet like Moses (cj. Dt. 18:15-18), 
rather than a Davidic messiah. Amongst other things, he was 
expected to settle such controversies and to restore proper wor
ship.46 

Jesus shifted the focus from the place of worship, which was 
such an issue between Jews and Samaritans, to the manner of 
worship (4:21, 'Believe me, woman, a time is coming when you 
will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in 
Jerusalem '). When he says 'You .. . worship what you do not 
know; we worship what we do know, for salvation is from the 
Jews' (4:22) , he asserts that Samaritan worship, based as it was 
on an inadequate knowledge of God, was false . However, despite 
the implication that Jewish worship was truly based on divine 
revelation and therefore honouring to God, it is to be super
seded: 

Yet a time is coming and has now come when the 
true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and 
truth, for they are the kind of worshippers the Father 
seeks. God is spirit, and his worshippers must 
worship in spirit and truth Un. 4:23-24) . 

With the expression 'the time is coming and has now come', 
Jesus continues to develop the idea introduced in verse 21 that 
his ministry initiates a totally different way of relating to God. In 
the fourth gospel the coming 'time' or 'hour' signifies the hour of 
his death, resurrection and return to the Father (e.g. 2:4; 7:30; 
12:23; 13:1; 17:1) . With these events the new temple is raised up 
(2:19) and then the Spirit is given (7:37-39). But, even before 
the cross, the period of true worship is present and operating in 
advance in the person and ministry ofJesus.47 Such worship can 
take place only through him, since he is the ultimate temple 
(2:19-22). 

The word 'true' (alithinoi) in the expression 'true worshippers' 
(hoi alithinoi proslcynitai) means 'real and genuine', in contrast 
with the symbolic and typical.48 Old Testament worship was 
not false, as Samaritan worship was false, but it was, in effect, 
only 'a shadow of the good things to come' (Heb. 10:1, RSV), 

pointing forward to the reality which has come in Jesus. True 
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worship is defined as being 'in spirit and truth' (en pneumati kai 
alitheia). 

Jesus does not simply contrast the old external and cui tic 
pattern of worship with a new inward and universal spirituality. 
'Neither Jews nor Greeks were in need of enlightenment about 
the superiority of a spiritual form of worship over a cultic form of 
worship.'49 'Spirit' and 'truth' are closely connected in John's 
portrait of Christ. No-one can see the kingdom of God or experi
ence the blessings of the End-time without being born again by 
the Spirit (3:1-8). Thus, in slightly different language, the 
Father begets true worshippers through the Spirit, whom Jesus 
makes available by means of his saving work (if. Rom. 8:15-16). 
The primary reference in John 4:23-24 is not to the human 
spirit but to the Holy Spirit, who regenerates us, brings new life, 
and confirms us in the truth (if. 15:26-27; 16:13-15). 'Spirit' and 
'truth' are God's gifts through Jesus, by which he sustains us in 
genuine relationship with himself. 

Jesus is the truth (14:6), who uniquely reveals the character of 
God and his purposes (8:45; 18:37).50 So the true worshippers 
will be those who relate to God through Jesus Christ (if. 17:3). 
The coming hour is already present because Jesus draws atten
tion to himself as the giver ofliving water (4:10,14; if. 7:37-39), 
using a metaphor which combines both ideas: he gives the 
ultimate revelation and provides the life-giving Spirit. 51 The 
Father seeks those who would relate to him in this way because 
such 'worship' accords with his nature (4:24) .52 Jesus is not the 
focus or object of worship in 4:23-24 but the means by which the 
Father obtains true worshippers from every nation (if. 12:32). 

At the beginning of this dialogue, proslcynein clearly refers to 
the customary worship of God, as practised by Jews or 
Samaritans (if. 12:20). As the discussion proceeds, however, it is 
used in conjunction with other terms to describe the relationship 
with God, which Jesus alone makes possible, in the present, 
eschatological hour. This is not a relationship that is tied in any 
way to any earthly 'place' (4:20) or cult, for the prophetic hope 
of the temple as the centre for the universal worship of God in 
the End-time has been fulfilled in the person and work of Jesus. 
Such worship is only possible for those who recognize the true 
identity of Christ (4:25-26, 42) and yield him their allegiance 
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(if. prosekynisen auto, 9:38). In effect, the exalted Christ is now the 
'place' where God is to be acknowledged and honoured. He, 
rather than a renewed temple in Jerusalem or on some other holy 
mountain, is the 'place' of eschatological pilgrimage for all the 
nations . The Father cannot now be honoured unless Jesus is 
given all the honour due to him as the Son (if. 5:22-23; 8:49}.53 

While this text may suggest that Christian worship should be 
largely independent of outward forms, locations and cere
monials, it actually has something more profound and positive to 
say than that. The fundamental teaching of this fascinating 
passage is lost when we rush too quickly to apply it to our 
congregational activities. Indeed, it is easy to become quite 
arbitrary in the use of John 4 and to argue, for example, that 
there is no place for the slipshod, the flippant and the frivolous, 
in our approach to God,54 or to establish that spiritual gifts 
combined with musical skill facilitate true worship!55 New-cov
enant worship is essentially the engagement with God that he 
has made possible through the revelation of himself in Jesus 
Christ and the life he has made available through the Holy 
Spirit. The implications of such teaching for the Christian 
gathering remain to be explored as this book progresses. 

Jesus and the Jewish festivals 
John 5 - 10 is dominated by Jesus' actions and discourses on the 
occasion of several Jewish festivals, suggesting that in some way 
he offers a replacement for them all. On the Sabbath feast On. 
5), as he exercised the powers of life and judgment entrusted to 
him by the Father, he made available the blessings of the new 
age to which the Sabbath pointed. At Passover On. 6), Jesus 
multiplied bread as a sign that he is the true bread from heaven. 
At Tabernacles On. 7 - 9}, the indication was given that the 
water and light ceremonies were replaced by Jesus, who provides 
'streams of living water' and is 'the light of the world' . At the 
feast of the Dedication On. 10), celebrating the reconsecration of 
the altar and the temple in the Maccabean era (if. 1 Mace. 4:41-
61) , Jesus referred to himself as the one who had been truly 
consecrated by God and whose death would secure eternal life 
for the flock of God.56 Thus, with a surprising array of images, 
and with much terminology suggestive of Old Testament teach-
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ing, the fourth gospel presents Jesus as the centre of life and 
worship for the End-time. 

Conclusion 

The gospels of Matthew and John are particularly concerned 
to stress that God's presence and God's glory, so intimately 
connected with the tabernacle and temple under the Mosaic 
covenant, and consistently at the centre of Jewish expecta
tions for the messianic era, are fully and finally experienced 
in Jesus Christ. The prophetic hope of a new temple is 
realized in and through his ministry, culminating in his death, 
resurrection and ascension. These saving events establish and 
reveal the true nature and extent of his divine kingship. At the 
same time, they make it possible for him to become the source 
of eternal life and the means of sanctifying the nations in a 
new relationship with God. Jesus did not come to destroy 
Judaism, but to bring it to its destined end in the worship of the 
newage. 

Jesus appears to have shared some of the thinking of the Old 
Testament prophets and inter-testamental writers regarding the 
temple in the plan of God. However, his view of the future did 
not involve the restoration of the existing temple in a new and 
more glorious form. In effect, he did as the Qumran community 
had done and transferred the significance of the temple from the 
building in Jerusalem to another entity. Yet, for Jesus, the 
replacement of the temple was not primarily to be in the mes
sianic community but in his own person and work. Only by 
implication may we discern from his teaching that the new 
fellowship with God that would beset up through his death and 
resurrection would in some respects function as the new temple. 
The presence of God, which was more fully manifested in the 
person of Jesus than it had ever been in the tabernacle or temple, 
would eventually be linked with those whom he had gathered to 
himself. 

Jesus replaces the temple of Jerusalem as the source oflife and 
renewal for the world and as the centre for the ingathering of the 
nations. He does this because he is the ultimate meeting point 
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between God and humanity, by virtue of his incarnation, death 
and exaltation. In his own person and in his saving work he does 
all that the temple was meant to do for Israel and for the nations 
in the prophetic view of the End-time. He is, at one and the same 
time, the ultimate means of relating to God and is himself the 
object of homage or worship. These two perspectives belong 
together and will be further explored in subsequent chapters. 

The most important practical consequence of all this is the 
need for Christian teaching and preaching to centre on the 
person and work of Jesus Christ. Unbelievers will become 'true 
worshippers' only when they recognize who he really is, turn to 
him as Saviour and Lord, and receive from him the life that he 
offers. God brings people to himself as they come to know his 
Son through the proclamation of the gospel and yield themselves 
to him through the work of his Spirit in their lives. Such exclu
sive claims inevitably provoke hostility and hostility brings with 
it the temptation to modify the message. But evangelism that 
falls short of sharing these truths and urging people to respond to 
them will be less than biblical in its content and aim. In a world 
characterized by relativism and religious pluralism, Christians 
need every encouragement to keep pointing toJesus as the one in 
whom alone the nations can be united in worship. 

Moreover, genuine discipleship can be fostered only by a 
continuing focus on the character of Jesus, his promises and 
commands, and his achievements for us. Jesus and his words 
must remain at the heart of the Christian life, for individuals, 
families and congregations. The reading, teaching and applica
tion of that Spirit-inspired testimony to Jesus we call the New 
Testament must surely have pride of place in any ministry 
amongst Christians. Neither sacramentalism, nor the develop
ment of the inner life, nor a preoccupation with issues of social 
justice, can rightly usurp it. Matthew andJohn also indicate that 
Christians need to know and understand the Old Testament. We 
need to be shown how Jesus fulfils the hopes of Old Testament 
writers and replaces all the provisions for engaging with God 
that were laid upon Israel. Such teaching would be a healthy 
corrective to some of the strange views about the church and its 
functions that bedevil many Christian traditions today. 
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that proskynein regularly implies ' true adoration' for Matthew. The absurdity of 
his approach is particularly obvious when he treats Mt. 18:26 allegorically as 
the worship of God in the person of the king. 
14 N. B. Stonehouse, The Witness of Mattluw and Marie to Christ (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans; London: Tyndale, 1944) , p. 216. He goes on to make some helpful 
remarks about the difference between Matthew's and Mark's conclusions to 
this narrative. Cf D. A. Carson, 'Matthew', pp. 345-346. 
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41 Cj C . K. Barrett,john, pp. 195-196. 
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Kingdom of God ' , JBL 90, 1971, pp. 82-90. It is simplistic to say that 
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blood, which Christ shed for the forgiveness of sin' . This suggests three layers of 
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44 O. Cullmann's suggestion of a eucharistic, sacramental symbolism in the 
' body ' of Jesus after the reference to the wine (= blood) of Jesus at Cana (Early 
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Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971, pp. 127-128, n. 6) rightly argues against 
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though the more familiar Jewish expectation of Messiah is expressed by the 
woman in v. 25, the sequence in vv. 19-20 suggests that she is basically 
operating within the framework of thought outlined by Bowman. 
47 The anticipated effects of Jesus' 'hour' upon his disciples are beginning to be 
felt as Jesus talks to the Samaritan woman (cj. 5:25; 16:32). Cf R. E. Brown, 
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WBC 36 (Waco: Word, 1987), p. 60, rightly suggests that we should interpret 
Jesus as 'both the living water and he who gives water of life to believers'. 
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john, p. 225. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Jesus and the new covenant 

The forgiveness of sins is the gift of the time of 
salvation . A greater gift than a share in the 
redeeming power of his death Jesus could not give. 
Through the appropriation of the forgiveness of sins 
the disciples become the redeemed community of the 
End time'! 

Salvation, temple, covenant and acceptable worship are inti
mately linked in biblical theology. Consequently, when the gos
pels indicate that the temple has been replaced by the person 
and work of Jesus and that the messianic salvation has been 
accomplished by his death and resurrection, the implication is 
that a new covenant has been inaugurated. Jesus only talked 
openly in such terms at the Last Supper, when he interpreted the 
cup as 'the new covenant in my blood' (Lk. 22:20; if. 1 Cor. 
1l :25). Amongst other things, these words point to the fulfilment 
of the promises of Jeremiah 31:31-34. Yet there are also sugges
tions earlier in the gospel narratives that his ministry would 
bring about a profound change in God's dealings with his 
people. 

This chapter begins with some observations about the way 
Jesus expressed his own relationship with God. To some extent, 
he is portrayed as a model 'worshipper' - a pious Jew, partici
pating in activities associated with the temple or synagogue, 
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fervent in prayer, and constantly seeking to discern and do the 
Father's will. Nevertheless, his teaching raises questions about 
the continuing role of the Mosaic law and the whole system of 
approach to God associated with the Sinai covenant. Jesus 
implies that his ministry opens up a new way to engage with 
God, which he finally describes in terms of the fulfilment of 
Jeremiah's promises. By means of his faithfulness and obedience 
to the Father, even to the point of death, Jesus accomplishes the 
messianic salvation and makes available the blessings of the new 
covenant. 

The worship of Jesus 

During his testing in the wilderness, Jesus was tempted to 
acknowledge the devil as the one whom 'all the kingdoms of this 
world' now serve. To win the allegiance of the nations he was 
challenged to yield himself to Satan. This compromise with the 
devil is presented as a challenge to 'fall down and worship' (RSV) 
God's rival (ean peson proskynisis moi, Mt. 4:8-10 = Lk. 4:5-8). 
The combination of these two verbs, as elsewhere in the gospels, 
suggests some form of literal homage. As noted in chapter two, 
however, when the initial act of bending over to honour a god 
was prolonged into permanent submission, proskynein came to 
mean adoration or devotion to that god. So here some decisive 
act of loyalty to God's great adversary would amount to a new 
allegiance for Jesus and thus the worship of Satan as a pattern of 
life. 

Without hesitation, 'the ideal of world political domination is 
rejected by the one who will serve God and mankind by his 
humble obedience and suffering'.2 Having already dedicated 
himself at his baptism to do the Father's will, he renews that 
commitment in the wilderness. Jesus' command for Satan to 
depart is accompanied by a quotation from Deuteronomy 
6:13 ('Worship the LORD your God, and serve him only'),3 
which demanded the exclusive loyalty of Israel to the Lord, in 
the face of every temptation to follow other gods. With these 
words Jesus affirms the fundamental requirement of the Sinai 
covenant for unconditional submission and service to the Lord 
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God . Yet, as we shall see, his teaching and actions continually 
raise a question about how that worship is to be offered to 
God. In one sense, the rest of the gospel narratives are an 
illustration of what it meant for Jesus to fulfil the ideal of 
Deuteronomy 6:13. Jesus offers the perfect pattern or model of 
acceptable worship in his obedient lifestyle. Yet Jesus' life is 
more than an example of sacrificial service. His obedience 
proves to be the means by which the messianic salvation is 
achieved.4 

Discerning and doing the Father's will 
Luke alone among the evangelists records the boyhood visit of 
Jesus to the temple, where he was found sitting among the 
teachers, listening to them and asking them questions (2:41-50) . 
Together with the earlier note about Jesus' circumcision and 
presentation in the temple (2:21-40), this incident marks him 
out as a faithful and obedient Jew, travelling every year with his 
godly parents to Jerusalem to celebrate the Feast of the Pass
over. 5 It is in this context that Jesus' first declaration about his 
relationship to God is presented ('Did you not know that I must 
be in my Father's house?' 2:49, RSV).6 This unique relationship 
prompts him to seek the Father's will in the temple - the place 
traditionally associated with the self-revelation of God to his 
people. Discerning the Father's will for Israel, the Messiah and 
the nations, as set out in Scripture, was doubtless a continuing 
aspect of his devotion to the Father. 

Luke also highlights Jesus' personal communion with the 
Father in prayer at a number of points in his narrative. Jesus 
often withdrew to lonely places and prayed (Lk. 5:16; if. Mk. 
1:35) . Sometimes he prayed for himself (e.g. Lk. 22:40-46; 23:46) 
and sometimes for others (e .g. 22:32; 23:34). Yet most of Luke's 
references are far from being incidental. They point to the sig
nificance of Jesus' prayers in the progress of his ministry and in 
the fulfilment of the purposes of his Father. For example, Jesus is 
pictured at prayer on the occasion of his baptism, when he 
dedicated himself to fulfil the role of the Servant-Messiah (3:21) . 
Jesus prayed before he chose the twelve apostles, who were to 
play such a key role in the propagation of his message (6:12), and 
before asking his disciples what conclusion they had come to 

110 



JESUS AND THE NEW COVENANT 

about his identity (9:18-20). Again, jesus is at prayer when he is 
transfigured (9:28-29), and as he prepares for his arrest, trials 
and suffering (22:40-46). Even on the cross he expresses his 
faithfulness to the Father in prayer (23:34, 46).1 

In each of the gospels, jesus' obedience to the will of the 
Father clearly culminates in his death. Officially organized 
opposition to his ministry will not deflect him from completing 
the task that he believes he has been given (e.g. Mt. 12:14-21; Lk. 
13:31-35). The narrative of his last journey to jerusalem is 
punctuated in the synoptics by his predictions of impending 
rejection and death (e.g. Mk. 8:31; 9:30-32; 10:32-34, 45, and 
parallels). Yet jesus continues resolutely on his way. Injohn's 
gospel, laying down his life for his 'sheep' is a command he has 
received from the Father On. 10:17-18; if. 4:34), so that the 
'hour' of his death is the climax towards which his ministry 
moves On. 12:23-33). Under the dread of death, jesus resists 
the temptation to avoid the approaching anguish and suffering, 
and rededicates himself to do the Father's will, allowing himself 
to be delivered into 'the hands of sinners' (Mt. 26:36-46; Mk. 
14:32-42; Lk. 22:39-46). The redemptive significance of this 
obedience will be considered shortly. 

Jesus and the synagogue 
The synoptic gospels draw attention to jesus' involvement in the 
synagogues of Galilee. There he had opportunity to teach, to 
heal, and to debate informally with the scribes and other leaders 
of the people (e.g. Mt. 4:23 = Mk. 1:39 = Lk. 4:44; Mt. 12:9-14; 
13:54-58).8 The word synagogi was used in Greek for various 
kinds of gatherings, but became a technical term for a jewish 
assembly or congregation. Like the word 'church' in Christian 
circles, in time 'synagogue' came to be applied to the building 
where the gathering took place, and then came to be regarded as 
a symbol for the religion of judaism itself.9 Jewish tradition 
ascribes the origin of this institution to the time of Moses, but 
most contemporary scholars hold that it derives from the period 
of the Babylonian exile in the sixth century BC. It is argued that 
the exiles met spontaneously to sustain their faith in the absence 
of the temple cult, and that these meetings were consolidated into 
institutional form in due course, after the return to Palestine. lO 
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Unlike the temple, synagogues were lay led, with a president 
and a caretaker, and a group of elders in charge of their affairs. 
No sacrificial ministry was carried out within the services. The 
primary object of the synagogue was instruction in the law of 
God, which meant the study of Scripture, together with the oral 
law, which in Talmud and Midrash, finally became written 
down. An endeavour was made to educate the whole community 
in its faith, applying the words of God to every area of life, 
working out the implications of covenant obedience. This was 
done, not merely through Sabbath gatherings, but through the 
use of synagogues more generally as places for elementary edu
cation and more advanced studies. The synagogue services con
sisted of the recital of the Shema' (based on Dt. 6:4-9), prayer, 
the reading of the Law (the Pentateuch) and the Prophets, and 
the Blessing. The Law was read in Hebrew and explained in 
Aramaic, with the readings being arranged over the course of 
time into Sabbath portions for a three-year cycle. 11 Only if a 
priest were present, would the priestly blessing (Nu. 6:24-26) be 
pronounced to conclude the proceedings.12 

The synagogue actually represents 'a new type in the phe
nomenology and history of religion that we may call the meeting
house, a housefor the meeting of the people of God, rather than a house 
for the god himself .13 So long as temple and synagogue existed 
together, the latter remained a supplement to the other. The 
synagogue readings and prayers, however, were linked with all 
the great festivals at the temple and effectively provided a sub
stitute for these services for the very large number of Jews who 
could rarely, if ever, travel from distant places to Jerusalem. In 
time, God 's presence was associated by the rabbis with any 
meeting of Israelites for prayer and with the faithful community 
gathered around the law.14 After the destruction of the second 
temple by the Romans in AD 70, synagogues became even more 
obviously substitutes for the temple and centres for the religious 
and community life of Jews scattered throughout the world. 

Undoubtedly there are ways in which synagogue ideas and 
practices influenced the pattern of early Christian gatherings.15 

Nevertheless, it is clear from Jesus' own preaching that he 
sought to establish a new centre for Israel, in himself and the 
salvation he proclaimed (e.g. Lk. 4:18-21), rather than in the 
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synagogue, the temple, the law or the inherited customs of his 
people. 

Jesus and the law of Moses 

Jesus' attitude to the Old Testament law is a complex issue, 
requiring detailed study of many key passages. What follows is a 
reflection on his teaching concerning just some of its provisions. 
None of the gospels presents Jesus as offering a sacrifice in 
the temple, though his instruction to his disciples to prepare 
the Passover would have involved sacrificing a lamb in antici
pation of their meal together. He clearly takes the sacrificial 
system and the associated cult as a given (e.g. Mt. 5:23-24; 
Mk. 1:44; 12:41-44). Yet his teaching is generally more 
concerned with the ethical than the cultic. He often stands with 
the Old Testament prophets in condemning the cui tic practices 
and traditions of his contemporaries, without criticizing the law 
itself. Those traditions were often designed to protect the pious 
from infringing the commandments of God. Yet so radical is 
Jesus' challenge concerning such traditions that he raises ques
tions about the continuing role of the law itself. The impres
sion is given 'of a life neither geared to nor drawn up against 
the Law, but one that is moved hy quite different considerations, yet 
to which observance of the Law can indirectly be made to bear 
witness'.16 

Cleanness and uncleanness 
The discourse on ritual uncleanness, which is found in Mark 
7:1-23 and Matthew 15:1-20, is particularly significant in this 
regard. The Pharisees and scribes complained that Jesus' disci
ples defiled themselves by not observing 'the tradition of the 
elders' about ritual washing before taking food. This custom was 
apparently grounded in the Old Testament requirements for the 
priests to wash their hands and feet prior to entering the taber
nacleP The Pharisees, however, had extended priestly regu
lations to the laity in an attempt to sanctify the ordinary acts of 
life. Mark refers to their traditions.more generally (7:2-4), to 
prepare for Jesus' condemnation of the whole Pharisaical atti-
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tude to tradition. 'You have let go of the commands of God and 
are holding on to the traditions of men' , Jesus insists (7:8; if. Mt. 
15:3) . His challenge includes a quotation from Isaiah 29:13 
('These people honour me with their lips, but their hearts are far 
from me. They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules 
taught by men' ). This is followed by a pointed example of how 
they rejected God's commandments in order to keep their own 
tradition (Mk. 7:9-13; if. Mt. 15:3-6). 

In a subsequent address to the crowds, Jesus widens his 
response even further to confront the issue of the true source of 
defilement, by saying, 'Nothing outside a man can make him 
"unclean" by going into him. Rather, it is what comes out of a 
man that makes him " unclean" , (Mk. 7:15; Mt. 15:11) . This 
claim, and the explanation to the disciples that accompanies it, 
does not attack Old Testament laws about ritual cleanness dir
ectly. 'It moves in a different realm altogether, for it expresses an 
entirely new understanding of what does and does not constitute 
defilement.' 18 True purity before God cannot be obtained by 
scrupulous observance of cultic laws because rituals are unable 
to deal with the defilement that comes from within, from a 
rebellious and corrupt 'heart' (Mk. 7:17-23; Mt. 15:16-20; 
recalling Is. 29:13). The prescriptions of the Mosaic covenant for 
ritual cleansing were a sign of the need for purification in a more 
profound and complete sense. Jesus' teaching raises a question 
about where such cleansing might be found. The immediate 
context provides no answer, though his teaching about the sig
nificance of his death ultimately offers a solution to this problem. 

Mark's editorial note draws out the implications of Jesus' 
teaching for the benefit of his readers: 'in saying this, Jesus 
declared all foods "clean" , (7:19) . Mark regards the Mosaic 
food-laws as no longer binding on those to whom his gospel was 
addressed.19 The further implication would be that Old Testa
ment prescriptions about defilement and purification are tran
scended by something new. Mark's statement recalls the vision 
given to Peter in Acts 10:9-16, with its assurance that the purity 
laws of the Mosaic covenant were no longer applicable. When 
Peter rejected the suggestion that he should eat what was previ
ously regarded as unclean, the Lord told him 'Do not call 
anything impure that God has made clean' (Acts 10:15) . 

114 



JESUS AND THE NEW COVENANT 

How and why such changes came about remains to be 
explored . Here it is sufficient to note that Jesus' criticism of 
scribal traditions and their attitude to the law of God revealed 
the need for a change of heart towards God - in effect, the 
writing of God's law on their hearts - and a new means of 
cleansing from the defilement caused by sin. In short, Jesus' 
teaching points to the need for the promises of the new covenant 
in Jeremiah 31: 31-34 to be fulfilled. 

Prophesying before the fall of Jerusalem in 587 BC and the 
exile of the Jews to Babylon, Jeremiah was convinced that the 
nation had irrevocably broken the covenant made by God with 
their forefathers and that God himself would therefore bring 
them to ruin (e.g.Je. 11:1-17). Since God was the initiator of the 
original covenant, he alone could restore it by an act of sovereign 
grace Ue. 31:31-34). The time was coming when he would re
establish a united people ('the house of Israel' and 'the house of 
Judah'). He would forgive their wickedness and 'remember their 
sins no more' . He would place his law within them, enabling 
them all to know him ('from the least of them to the greatest'), 
giving them the desire and ability to do his will and live as his 
renewed people. Jeremiah's language stresses the novelty of this 
alliance, despite the obvious continuities with the past.20 God 
alone could create the conditions necessary for the restoration of 
relationships with such a rebellious people. 

Sabbath observance 
In the various controversies between Jesus and his opponents 
over Sabbath-keeping, the gospels reveal that he and his disci
ples once again offended against Pharisaical rules and regu
lations, rather than breaking any particular Old Testament law. 
Jesus' response to their challenges, however, raises the wider 
issue of his authority and the relation of the law's provisions to 
his own person and work. 

This is illustrated most clearly in the narratives about the 
disciples picking ears of corn and eating them on the Sabbath 
(Mt. 12:1-8; Mk. 2:23-28; Lk. 6:1-5). In answer to the charge 
that his disciples were doing 'what is unlawful on the Sabbath', 
Jesus pointed to certain Old Testament precedents. These argu
ments were apparently designed to raise questions about his 
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identity and the nature of his authority, rather than tojustify the 
behaviour of the disciples. As noted in the last chapter, Mat
thew's account makes this christological focus to the encounter 
more obvious by recording Jesus ' claim to be 'one greater than 
the temple' (12:6). Again, in Matthew alone, Jesus brings the 
words of Hosea to bear on the situation: 'If you had known what 
these words mean, "I desire mercy, not sacrifice," you would not 
have condemned the innocent' (12:7; if. Ho. 6:6) . At first glance 
it might appear that this simply claims a priority for the moral 
over the ceremonial demands of the law. Here and in Matthew 
9:13, where the same text is cited, however, the Pharisees are 
being challenged more fundamentally to consider the mercy of 
God at work in the ministry of Jesus. His practice of eating with 
the outcasts of Jewish society (9:10-13), and the way he inter
prets the law for his disciples (12:1-8) , suggest that, through 
Jesus, God is working in a new way to draw people into relation
ship with himself. 

All three gospels record the statement that ' the Son of Man is 
Lord of the Sabbath' as a climax to their narratives of this 
decisive incident. In the face of various interpretative problems 
relating to this verse, I would argue that it is most natural to 
read it as an indirect claim by Jesus (speaking of himself as ' the 
Son of Man' in the third person) to be the one who has the 
authority to determine the kind of behaviour that is suitable on 
the Sabbath. 21 An examination of those narratives in which 
Jesus is condemned by his opponents for healing on the Sabbath 
reveals a similar perspective (e.g . Mt. 12:9-14 and parallels; Lk. 
13:10-17; 14:1-6; In. 5:1-47). What Jesus takes up in all these 
incidents is 'not a particular orientation towards the sabbath
law, but the demand that the sabbath be oriented towards, 
interpreted by, and obeyed in accordance with, his own person 
and work'. 22 This interpretation is confirmed by the charge laid 
at his trial. Jesus was counted worthy of death, less because he 
was a sabbath-breaker in the eyes of his contemporaries but 
more because of his claims about himself. The law was not 
abrogated or rejected by Jesus. It was transcended and fulfilled 
in his teaching and practice, ultimately in his death . 
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The gospels and Jesus' death 

The redemptive significance of Jesus' ministry 
Each of the gospels presents a broad framework of teaching 
about the saving significance of Jesus ' life and ministry. Thus, 
for example, the opening chapter of Matthew interprets Jesus ' 
name to mean that 'he will save his people from their sins' (Mt. 
1:21) , Luke soon makes it plain that the promised messianic 
salvation involves the forgiveness of sins (Lk. 1:77) , and John 
identifies Jesus from the beginning as 'the Lamb of God, who 
takes away the sin of the world ' On. 1:29) . In the synoptic 
gospels, however, it is not until the narrative of the Last Supper 
that Jesus' death is explicitly identified as the means of effecting 
that salvation from sins. Matthew alone includes the words 'for 
the forgiveness of sins' in Jesus' saying about the cup ('This is 
my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the 
forgiveness of sins', Mt. 26:28) . Luke, however, makes it clear 
that 'the new covenant' is inaugurated by Jesus' death, thereby 
implying the definitive forgiveness of sins predicted by the 
prophet Jeremiah Oe. 31:34; if. Lk. 22:20; 1 Cor. 11 :25). 

Prior to Jesus' teaching at the Last Supper, his most pointed 
saying about the redemptive significance of his death occurs in 
Matthew 20:28 and Mark 10:45. There he claims that 'the Son of 
Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life 
as a ransom for many'. James and John had sought precedence 
and rank in the kingdom which they believed Jesus would soon 
establish. Jesus responded by telling them that they did not 
know what they were asking. There was a cup which he must 
drink and a baptism with which he must be baptized before he 
could enter into his glorious reign as the Christ (Mt. 20:22- 23; 
Mk. 10:38-40) . The implication of this challenge was that they 
could not share in the suffering which he alone must endure. 
When they brashly asserted that they could drink from the same 
cup and share in Jesus' baptism, he conceded that they would, 
'but to sit at my right or left is not for me to grant. These places 
belong to those for whom they have been prepared ' (Mk. 10:40) . 

In the Old Testament, the cup of wine is a common metaphor 
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for suffering experienced as a divine judgment for sin (e.g. Ps. 
75:8; Is. 51:17-23; Je. 25:15-28). Jesus' application of that 
image to himself here and in his prayer to the Father in Geth
semane (Mt. 26:39, 42; Mk. 14:36) suggests that he viewed his 
death in such a way. This is indeed a paradox, since the gospels 
present him as one who was consistently faithful and obedient to 
the Father, not as one deserving his wrath. The image of Jesus ' 
death as a baptism (cJ. Lk. 12:50) indicates that it was to be an 
overwhelming disaster for him and should be taken as a parallel 
to the image of the cup.23 When he applies the same imagery to 
James and John, he is prophesying that they too will endure 
great tribulation and suffering for the sake of the kingdom. The 
idea that there is something unique and unrepeatable about his 
suffering, however, becomes clear as the narrative draws to a 
close. 

Jesus contrasts the conduct of pagan rulers with the submis
sion to service and sacrifice which is appropriate to his disciples, 
presenting himself as a model to be followed. He concludes, 
'whoever wants to become great among you must be your ser
vant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave - just as 
the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to 
give his life as a ransom for many' (Mt. 20:27-28). The refer
ence to his life being given 'as a ransom for many' (!Jtron anti 
pollan) suggests that he viewed his death as a substitutionary 
atonement for the benefit of others. Such terminology implies 
that the 'many' are held in a captivity from which only the 
sacrifice of Christ can release them. The wider context of Jesus' 
teaching indicates that this captivity is caused by sin. 

The expression 'to give his life' signifies the voluntary nature 
of his death and recalls Isaiah 53: 10-12, which speaks of the 
Servant of the LORD offering his life as a compensation or 
payment for the sins of his people. Another link with that proph
ecy is provided by the word 'many', a term used to describe the 
beneficiaries of the Servant's sacrifice (LXX, pollois, pollOn) . 

The word !Jtron in Matthew 20:28 and Mark 10:45, meaning 
'payment for loosing' or 'ransom price' , does not occur in the 
Greek translation of Isaiah 53:10, but is a possible rendering of 
the Hebrew word 'iiSiim in that text.24 Jesus could also have had 
in mind Isaiah 43:1-4, where different terminology is used to 
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affirm that a ransom will be provided by God to redeem Israel. If 
both texts are drawn together by Jesus' saying, we may conclude 
that he viewed himself as the ultimate 'guilt offering' for the sins 
of his people and the ransom to redeem them from judgment and 
death. 25 Jesus' whole life was a ministry to others, designed to 
serve (diakonesai) their needs. But ultimately his service to them 
meant offering himself in death, in perfect obedience to the will 
of his Father, as a payment for their sins. Although the language 
of worship is not specifically used in this context, the notion of 
Jesus' death as an atoning sacrifice is close at hand. The link 
between service to God and service to his people in the Old 
Testament was noted in chapter two. 

Luke uses the terminology of salvation more frequently and 
with a wider application than any other gospel writer. A number 
of key passages reveal that the salvation offered by Jesus is 
equivalent to the eternal life of the coming reign of God. But its 
blessings can be enjoyed in anticipation by those who receive 
forgiveness from Jesus, bringing true peace with God (e.g. Lk. 
7:36-50; 19:1-10, if. Acts 2:38-40; 5:31-32; 13:38-39). The call 
to proclaim to the nations repentance and forgiveness of sins in 
Jesus' name is closely related to his suffering and resurrection 
(Lk. 24:44-48) . The necessity for his suffering and death as a 
prelude to his glorification is highlighted in a number of passages 
and is viewed as the fulfilment of Scripture (e.g. 9:22; 17:24-25; 
18:31-33). The redemptive significance of his death, however, 
is really made plain only in the context of the Last Supper 
(22:14-22, 37). In Acts the salvation offered by Christ and 
his messengers is again linked to his death and resurrection, 
although atonement theology is not explicitly given in the 
apostolic preaching (e.g. 3:18-21; 4:10-12; 5:30-32; 10:42-43; 
26:22-23).26 

There is no parallel to Matthew 20:28 and Mark 10:45 in the 
third gospel. Nevertheless, on the eve of Jesus' death, Luke has 
him making an explicit identification of himself with the Suffer
ing Servant, providing the only formal quotation from Isaiah 53 
by Jesus in any of the gospels: 

It is . written: 'And he was numbered with the 
transgressors'; and I tell you that this must be 
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fulfilled in me. Yes, what is written about me is 
reaching its fulfilment (Lk. 22:37; if. Is. 53:12). 

The wording of this verse makes the strongest possible asser
tion that the prophecy in question must be fulfilled in him. 
Indeed, there is no reason to doubt that the whole of Isaiah 53, 
with its presentation of the vicarious suffering of the Servant is in 
view, not simply the particular verse quoted. The phrase 'he was 
numbered amongst the transgressors ' shows that Jesus was 'pre
occupied with the fact that he, who least deserved it, was to be 
punished as a wrongdoer' . 2 7 

The Last Supper 

The so-called eucharistic words of Jesus occupy 'the central 
place in Jesus' self-disclosure, and therefore they offer a crucial 
key to understanding his person and work'. 28 There are dif
ferences of emphasis in the various gospel accounts , but each one 
points to the fact that it was in the context of a traditional 
Passover meal that Jesus enjoyed his last supper with his disci
ples.29 The Passover was an annual celebration of the way in 
which God had fulfilled his covenant promises in the time of 
Moses , rescuing Israel from bondage in Egypt in order to estab
lish them as his own distinctive people in the promised land 
(if. Ex. 12:1-30) . According to Jewish tradition, the blood 
of the lambs sacrificed at the time of the exodus had redemptive 
power and made God's covenant with Abraham operative.3o 

When families or groups of friends gathered in Jerusalem to 
eat the Passover meal , they were reminded in a very personal 
way of the whole basis of their relationship with God and their 
existence as a people. Additionally, the Passover had become 
an occasion for Israelites to express their confidence in a 
future redemption by God, associated with the coming of the 
Messiah.31 

Jesus ' longing to celebrate this last Passover with his disciples 
is especially emphasized in Luke's account: 

He said to them, 'I have eagerly desired to eat this 
Passover with you before I suffer. For I tell you, I 
will not eat it again until it finds fulfilment in the 
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kingdom of God' (Lk. 22:15-16; if. 22:18) . 

Yet his hope of celebrating it anew, when it would be fulfilled 
'in the kingdom of God', is expressed in each of the gospels 
(if. Mt. 26:29; Mk. 14:25). The notion offu1fi1ment indicates that 
for Jesus the Passover had a typological significance. In other 
words, he was endorsing the Jewish tradition that this rite 
pointed forward to an eschatological deliverance of God's people 
and the subsequent possibility of enjoying the messianic 
banquet together in the End-time (e.g. Is. 25:6-7; Lk. 14:15; 
22:30). The context makes it clear that his approaching death 
would be the event to accomplish that deliverance. The Lord's 
Supper, which has its origin in Jesus' teaching at the Last 
Supper (if. Lk. 22:29-30; 1 Cor. 11:26), is not itself to be 
regarded as the fulfilment of the Passover. In some respects, 
the Lord's Supper functions as a Christian substitute for the 
Passover, focusing on Jesus' death, rather than the exodus from 
Egypt, as the means by which God's people are saved and 
brought to share in the blessings of the inheritance promised to 
them. 

Theologically, the Passover came to an end with its final 
celebration by Jesus. We cannot say with certainty that he 
identified himself explicitly with the Passover lamb on this occa
sion, but that link was soon made by early Christian writers 
(I Cor. 5:7 - 8; if. I Pet. 1:18-19).32 Jesus himself took the 
unusual step of accompanying the distribution of the bread and 
at least one of the Passover cups with his own words of inter
pretation. In this way, the food was presented to the disciples as 
a symbol of his approaching death and of the salvation he would 
accomplish. Their eating and drinking appears to be an antic
ipation and symbolic reception of the benefits to be obtained by 
his death: 'Jesus uses the grace before and after eating to give his 
disciples one after another the additional personal assurance 
that they share in the kingdom because they belong to the many 
for whom he is about to die. '33 

Some commentators interpret the bread-word and the cup
word differently, since they were separated by the main course of 
the meal and each saying was meant to be complete in itself. 
Thus, 'this is my body' is taken to refer to Jesus' person - the 
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bread broken and distributed is to be a pledge of his continuing 
presence with them34 - and 'this is my blood' is taken to refer to 
his sacrificial death. However, even though the two sayings were 
originally separate, 'we must surely grant that Jesus intended 
the two sayings to be in some way complementary to each other. 
If, then, the second saying speaks of Jesus' sacrificial death, we 
should expect something similar to be present in the former 
saying.'35 With mention of the fact that his blood is to be 'poured 
out' as a sacrificial offering 'for many' (Mt. 26:28 = Mk. 14:24; 
Lk. 22:20 has 'for you'), there are allusions again to the role of 
the suffering Servant of Isaiah 53, who 'poured out his life unto 
death, and .. . bore the sin of many' (Is. 53:12; if. Mt. 20:28 = 
Mk. 10:45; Lk. 22:37) . 

Most significant for our present study is the fact that the cup
word speaks of the inauguration of a new covenant by Jesus' 
blood. In the version of the saying in Matthew 26:28 and Mark 
14:24, the strange expression 'my blood of the covenant' occurs. 
This recalls Exodus 24:8, where the covenant established by God 
at Mount Sinai is said to have been sealed by means of animal 
sacrifice. Only the version of the saying in Luke 22:20 and 
I Corinthians 11:25 mentions explicitly that Jesus had in view the 
new covenant promised in Jeremiah 31:31-34. Jeremiah said 
nothing about sacrifice or blood, but pointed to a definitive and 
permanent solution to the problem of Israel's sin as a basis for 
the renewal of God's relationship with his people. Yet, it is 
obvious even from the words 'my blood of the covenant' that 
Jesus envisaged some renewal of the covenant with Israel, 
effected by his death. Since Matthew 26:28 indicates that Jesus' 
death was specifically 'for the forgiveness of sins', the link with 
Jer~miah 31 :34 is clear. Thus, the various forms of the cup-word 
in each of the gospel narratives express materially the same 
meamng. 

This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured 
out for many for the forgiveness of sins (Mt. 26:28; 
if. Mk. 14:24) . 

This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is 
poured out for you (Lk. 22:20; if. 1 Cor. 11:25). 
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Jesus' death not only served to replace the temple and its 
sacrificial system in the plan and purpose of God (if. In. 2:19-
22) but also to re-establish the underlying covenant with Israel 
on a new basis. A new or renewed covenant was effected by his 
shed blood, fulfilling the typology of Exodus 24:8 and the predic
tion of Jeremiah 31:3l-34.Jesus' allusion to Isaiah 53:12 implies 
also that his blood shed as the Servant of the LORD was the 
means of atonement 'for many'. Indeed, the idea of a covenant 
established through the death of a human being, rather than 
through the shedding of animal blood, probably stems from the 
Servant passages in Isaiah. The Servant is made by God 'a 
covenant for the people and a light for the Gentiles' (Is. 42:6; 
49:8). These passages indicate that the restoration of a right 
relationship between Israel and the LORD will also mean the 
ultimate fulfilment of that ancient promise to Abraham to bring 
blessing to all peoples on earth (if. Gn. 12:2-3). Through the 
death of Jesus, Jews and Gentiles will experience atonement and 
consecration to God as his people. 

The idea that the Twelve would sit with Jesus in the table
fellowship of his kingdom, forming the nucleus of this new people 
of God, is expressed in Luke's narrative of the Last Supper: 

You are those who have stood by me in my trials. 
And I confer on you a kingdom, just as my Father 
conferred one on me, so that you may eat and drink 
at my table in my kingdom and sit on thrones, 
judging the twelve tribes oflsrael (Lk. 22:28-30). 

Jesus' promise to give his followers the kingdom by way of a 
new covenant means 'making them the people of the Kingdom of 
God or the people of God who are to share his rule over the 
world (if. also Lk. 12:32; Rev. 3:20-21)'.36 Thus, the culmina
tion of his preaching of the kingdom of God is his Last Supper 
promise about his death being the atoning and covenant-estab
lishing sacrifice through which the kingdom is to become a 
reality. The implication is that only those who take advantage of 
his sacrificial death share in the kingdom and its benefits. 
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Eating and drinking at Jesus' table 
Did Jesus intend to institute a new 'cult' at the Last Supper? The 
word 'cult' is used here, as in chapter one, with reference to 'the 
expression of religious experience in concrete external actions 
performed within the congregation or community, preferably by 
officially appointed exponents and in set forms ' . 37 Converts to 
Christianity from paganism were accustomed to participating in 
a great variety of cultic meals and sacrificial rituals in honour of 
the gods of the Greco-Roman world. The Jews also had their 
system of rituals and cultic meals associated with the great 
annual festivals at Jerusalem. The Dead Sea Scrolls community 
regularly shared meals together at which grace was said by a 
priest and the participants looked forward to the time when the 
Messiah would be present with them at such meals .38 Was Jesus, 
then, instituting for Christian believers anything comparable to 
these practices? 

The command to 'do this in remembrance of me' is found only 
in Luke 22:19 (after the bread-saying) and in I Corinthians 
11 :24-25 (after both sayings). The present tense of the Greek 
imperative (poieite) implies the need to repeat Jesus' actions, 
together with his words of interpretation, to eat and drink in 
remembrance of him. The cup-saying in I Corinthians 11:25 even 
more emphatically indicates a pattern to be followed ('Do this, 
whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me' ). Paul goes on to 
say, 'as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup (alluding to 
the bread and the cup of the Last Supper), you proclaim the 
Lord's death until he comes' (11:26, RSV). Some explanation is 
necessary for the fact that Matthew, Mark, and some manu
scripts of Luke, have no command to repeat the rite. 39 But Paul's 
account makes it clear that such teaching was part of the earliest 
tradition communicated to his churches (11:23). 

Jesus was not instituting a new version of the Old Testament 
ritual calendar. If the Passover analogy is to be followed at all, 
the remembrance meal he inaugurated was to be a celebration in 
a household context, loosed entirely from any preliminary ritual 
at the temple and taking its meaning from his once-for-all sacri
fice on the cross. It might be argued again from the Passover 
analogy that the head of a Christian household or community 
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would be expected to officiate at such meals, but not in a priestly 
role. Sometimes the words 'in remembrance of me' (tis tin emin 
anamnisin) are taken to mean 'as a memorial before God' , sug
gesting that Jesus inaugurated a sacrificial rite.40 But the Pass
over meal was a memorialfor /sratl's benefit (if. Ex. 12:14), not an 
offering to the Lord. Jesus indicates that believers under the new 
covenant should likewise celebrate in the form of a meal the 
great benefits won for them by their Saviour (if. 1 Cor. 11 :26) . 

Taking bread, giving thanks to God, breaking and distribut
ing it, was the normal method of saying grace and beginning a 
meal in Jewish culture. Similarly, a host would indicate the 
formal end of a meal together by taking a cup of wine, giving 
thanks to God and sharing it with all present. These were not 
new customs introduced by Jesus and they were certainly not 
cultic acts to be performed by 'officially appointed exponents'. 
Nevertheless, by means of a spoken grace, such meals became 
'an association under the eyes of God'.41 Church history 
shows that there soon developed the notion of a Christian cult, 
focusing on the celebration of the Lord 's Supper, incorporating 
Old Testament concepts of priesthood and sacrifice in a 
Christian guise. The reasons for this are complex and the 
investigation of such matters falls outside the scope of this work. 
What evolved was far removed from the simple message of 
the Last Supper, leading Christians to be profoundly divided 
over an activity which was meant to be an expression of their 
unity! 

In a sense, Jesus' reinterpretation of familiar parts of the 
ancient paschal liturgy could give a redemptive and eschatologi
cal significance to any future experience of table-fellowship 
amongst his disciples. The Last Supper was the climax of a series 
of meals shared with his disciples and with the religious and 
moral outcasts of his day. The scribes and Pharisees protested 
vehemently about this practice (e.g. Mt. 9:10-13; Lk. 15:1- 2) , 
but Jesus continued to use table-fellowship as a means of expres
sing the forgiveness , acceptance and companionship that 
belong to the messianic salvation (e.g. Lk. 19:5-10). Such meals 
were an anticipation of the kingdom of God. At the Last Supper, 
Jesus was clarifying the theological significance of eating and 
drinking together as the community of the Messiah. He did this 
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by means of the words of interpretation, challenging disciples to 
remember the basis of their relationship in his redemptive death 
and the certainty of their hope of feasting together in his king
dom. 

The recital of the words of institution might be necessary to 
highlight the significance of a meal together, but eating and 
drinking together in Christ's name would be the heart of the 
event. With such 'concrete external actions' the reality of life 
under the new covenant would be expressed, and the benefits of 
Christ's sacrifice would be enjoyed by faith, in the fellowship of 
the redeemed. Only in this very modified sense could it be said 
that Jesus instituted a 'cultic' meal for his disciples.42 However, 
there is nothing in the Last Supper narratives to suggest that 
such table-fellowship would be tied to sacred times and sacred 
places or be bound by the ministrations of any priesthood. 

Jesus as the bread of life 
The Gospel of John does not record Jesus' words about the bread 
and wine at the Last Supper. The foot-washing incident is 
provided where an account of the institution of the Lord's Sup
per might have been expected Un. 13:1-17). This narrative 
points to Jesus' humility and self-sacrificing service, proceeding 
from a love for 'his own'. It is a symbolic action prefiguring the 
crucifixion and pointing to the meaning of his death for the 
disciples: 'the act of washing is what the crucifixion is, at once a 
divine deed by which men are released from sin, and an example 
which men must imitate'.43 The theme of discipleship then 
dominates Jesus' teaching in the context of the meal that follows 
Un. 13-17). 

Some commentators have argued that jesus' teaching about 
eating his flesh and drinking his blood in john 6:5lc-58 is the 
evangelist's way of highlighting the eucharistic implications of 
the feeding of the five thousand.44 Others propose that these 
verses are a later editor's way of introducing teaching about the 
Lord's Supper where John had none. Although such views are 
widely held, there are good reasons for challenging them. First, 
the verbal and thematic links between these verses and the rest 
of the chapter are much more detailed and significant than the 
critics have allowed.45 Secondly, jesus himself is the focus of the 
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whole discourse and the accent is on the need to believe in him 
(6:29, 35, 36, 40, 47, 64, 69). The bread in the feeding of the five 
thousand (vv. 1-15) and the manna in the discussion that fol
lows (vv. 25-35) are contrasted with and are symbols of Jesus, 
not of the Lord's Supper. He is 'the bread of God ... who comes 
down from heaven and gives life to the world' (v. 33) . When 
verses 51-58 are compared with verse 35, it is clear that 'eating' 
and 'drinking' Christ are vivid metaphors for coming to him and 
believing in him as the bread of life: 

I am the bread of life. He who comes to me (= eats 
my flesh) will never go hungry, and he who believes 
in me (= drinks my blood) will never be thirsty Un. 
6:35, with elements ofv. 53). 

So why does the imagery change from eating the bread of life 
(vv. 48-51b) to eating the flesh of Christ and drinking his blood 
(vv. 5Ic-58)? According toJohn, such language was offensive to 
Jesus' listeners and even caused some to turn back from follow
ing him (vv. 52, 60-66). It would have been similarly offensive 
to Jewish and Gentile readers of John's gospel. Fundamentally, 
this imagery stresses that Christian faith is belief in the Son of 
Man who became flesh and blood and was a real human being. 
At the same time, the sacrificial connotations of the phrase 'flesh 
and blood'46 make it clear that the one who comes down from 
heaven must give himself in death to bring eternal life to the 
world. Those who want to be raised up at the last day and live 
with him for ever must come to the crucified Messiah and believe 
in the necessity of his atoning death for their salvation (if. 1:29; 
3:14-16; 12:31-33) . An imp~rtant clue for understanding the 
figurative nature of the language is given at the end of the 
discourse: 

Aware that his disciples were grumbling about this, 
Jesus said to them, 'Does this offend you? What if 
you see the Son of Man ascend to where he was 
before! The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts for 
nothing. The words I have spoken to you are spirit 
and they are life' Un. 6:61-63). 
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Jesus makes it clear that 'eating' and 'drinking' of his flesh 
and blood is only possible because the crucified Son of Man 
ascends to the Father and pours out his Spirit. By this means, 
people are enabled to believe the word about his incarnation and 
sacrificial death and to receive the eternal life he makes possible. 
Eating his flesh and drinking his blood means taking advantage 
of the benefits of his death by faith. It would be totally out of 
character with Jesus' teaching in the rest of this chapter and 
elsewhere in the gospels to suggest that participation in the 
Lord's Supper was essential for eternal salvation. Yet that must 
be the implication of a strictly sacramental reading of verse 53 
('Unless you can eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his 
blood, you have no life in you'). Jesus is not talking about a 
physical eating of the Son of Man in his earthly state, or saying 
that eternal life is bound up with eating the Lord's Supper. The 
words of Jesus must be 'consumed' so that the glorified Christ 
might live in us and we in him. When Simon Peter confesses, 
'You have the words of eternal life' (v. 68) , the implication is 
that Jesus ' words 'deal with the subject of eternal life, and 
convey eternal life to those who believe'.47 

If in any way John 6 seeks to relate Jesus' claim to be the 
bread oflife to early Christian thinking about the Lord's Supper, 
the passage must surely be a warning against literalistic inter
pretations of the Supper: 

Eating and drinking the elements of the Lord's 
Supper vividly represents the act of coming to and 
believing in Jesus and the resulting eternal life 
through union with him, but in the actual reception 
of that life the eucharistic elements are of no avail, 
they play no part; in the event it is the Spirit who 
gives life, and he does so primarily through the words 
of Jesus.48 
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Conclusion 

At one level, Jesus is presented in the gospels as a pious Jew, 
attending the festivals in Jerusalem, teaching in the temple 
courts, or participating in the activity of the Galilean syn
agogues. By his words and actions he often endorsed the Old 
Testament law, sometimes condemning the interpretations and 
practices of his contemporaries, but not criticizing the law itself. 
Yet so radical was his challenge concerning the traditions of the 
scribes and Pharisees that he raised questions about the continu
ing role of the law in the messianic era. The law was not 
abrogated or rejected by Jesus, but fulfilled and transcended in 
him. 

Jesus' whole life was an example of sacrificial service to God 
and his people. Yet obedience to the Father ultimately led him to 
offer himself in death, as the final and perfect expression of 
uncompromising worship. Jesus interpreted his death as a fulfil
ment of what was written in the Scriptures about the Christ and 
especially identified himself with the portrait of the Servant of 
the LORD in Isaiah. He offered himself as 'a ransom for many' 
and as a perfect sacrifice for sins, thus inaugurating the new 
covenant. The implication is that the Old Testament sacrificial 
system has been fulfilled and replaced by means of his atoning 
death. 

Application of the terminology of sacrifice to the death of the 
righteous in Jewish writings did not make the overthrow of the 
temple cult a logical necessity for Judaism. Jesus' unique con
nection between his sacrificial death and the idea of a new 
covenant, however, apparently had such an effect on early Chris
tianity. The New Testament shows the emergence of a 'religion' 
without any earthly cult in the traditional Jewish or Greco
Roman sense. The bringing together of ideas such as atonement 
through the blood of Christ, covenant, the people of God, and 
the kingdom of God elsewhere in the New Testament (e.g. Heb. 
9:14-15; 12:22-24; Rev. 1:5-7; 5:9-10) , suggests the profound 
influence of Jesus' sayings at the Last Supper on early Christian 
thought. 49 

Jesus pointed to the bread and the cup at the Passover meal as 
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symbols of his approaching death and of the salvation he would 
accomplish. The invitation to the disciples to eat and drink 
implies that only those who take advantage of his sacrifice for 
sins share in the kingdom. But it would be a gross misunder
standing of Jesus' teaching to suggest that participation in what 
was later called 'the Lord's Supper' is somehow essential for 
eternal salvation. Believing what he proclaims in a variety of 
contexts about the significance of his death and responding to his 
invitation to enjoy its benefits is at the heart of true discipleship. 

From the narratives of the Last Supper preserved by Luke and 
Paul, it seems clear that Jesus intended his disciples to recall and 
celebrate the benefits of his saving work in the context of a 
community meal. No direction is given about the frequency of 
such meals and Christians throughout the centuries have varied 
in their response to this liberty. Even for churches where the 
Lord's Supper is held irregularly, however, there are guidelines 
in the Last Supper narratives about what should lie at the heart 
of every Christian gathering. With one eye on the past and what 
Jesus has done for us, we need to express our gratitude to God 
for his grace towards us and reach out together to experience 
afresh the forgiveness and restoration he has promised us. With 
another eye on the future and what it will mean for us to share 
with Christ in his coming kingdom, we need to encourage one 
another in this hope and to learn what it means to live as the 
redeemed community in the present. These gospel perspectives 
can be obscured in liturgical and non-liturgical traditions alike. 
Only effective biblical teaching can transform what we do, and 
give the appropriate point and purpose to our meetings. 
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redemptive. 
28 S. Kim, 'The "Son oj Man " , as the Son oj God, p. 38. I am not convinced by 
Kim's argument, pp. 43-50, that the saying recorded in Mk. 10:45 was 
originally spoken in the context of the Last Supper. It is reasonable to con
clude, however, that Mk. 10:45 is an anticipation and alternative expression of 
the eucharistic words of Jesus. 
29 I. H . Marshall, lAst Supper and Lord's Supper (Exeter: Paternoster, 1980), pp. 
57-75, reviews the arguments for and against the conclusion that the meal was 
a Passover celebration, particularly noting the problem of the chronology of 
John'S Gospel. He concludes that 'Jesus held a Passover meal earlier than the 
official Jewish date, and that he was able to do so as the result of calendar 
differences among the Jews' (p. 75) . For another assessment of the differences 
between John and the Synoptics at this point cf W. L. Lane, Mark, p. 498 
(especially note 33) and R. T . Beckwith, 'Cautionary Notes on the Use of 
Calendars and Astronomy to Determine the Chronology of the Passion', 
J . Vardaman and E. M. Yamauchi (eds.), ChroMs, Kairos, Christos, FS J . 
Finegan (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1989) , pp. 198-205. 
30 CfJ . Jeremias, Eucharistic Wordr, pp. 225-226. 
31 Ibid, pp. 252, 256-262. 
32 On the basis of Jesus' death, the apostle Paul exhorted the Corinthians ' to 
keep an ongoing feast of the celebration of God's forgiveness by holy living', G. D. 
Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 
pp. 218-219, my emphasis . 
3 3 J .Jeremias, 'This is My Body .. .', ExpT83, 1972, p. 203. 
34 The argument that the Aramaic behind to sOma mou is gupi, meaning 'my 
person' or 'myself , is proposed by J . Behm, TDNT 3. 736, and a variety of 
commentators such as C . E. B. Cranfield, The Gospel According to Saint Mark, 
CGNTC (Cambridge, London and New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1959) , p. 426, and W. L. Lane, Mark, p. 506. J. Jeremias, Eucharistic Wordr, pp. 
198-201, 221-222, strongly contests this. 
35 I. H . Marshall, lAst Supper and Lord's Supper, p. 87. Marshall, pp. 86-88, 
assesses the arguments of Jeremias in the light of significant challenges to his 
position. 
36 S. Kim, 'The "Son oj Man " ' as the Son oj God, pp. 64-65. His whole chapter is 
designed to establish the authenticity of Jesus' teaching about his death as an 
atoning and covenant-establishing sacrifice, in the face of various scholarly 
arguments to the contrary. 
37 W. Eichrodt, Theology oj the Old Testament I , p. 98. R. Bultmann, Theology of 
the New Testament Vol I (ET, New York: Scribner; London: SCM, 1952) , p. 121, 
gives a similar, but more extensive definition of the word 'cult ' and concludes 
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on that basis that 'the meetings and services of the Christian congregation obviously 
cannot be termed original!>, cultic' (his emphasis) . 
38 For a brief survey of religious meals in the ancient world and their signifi
cance see I. H. Marshall, Last Supper and Lord's Supper, pp. 18-29. 
39 The literature attempting to trace Jesus' exact words and to determine 
which of the synoptic forms is most primitive is immense (if. J. Jeremias, 
Eucharistic Words , pp. 96-203 and I. H. Marshall, Last Supper and Lord's Supper, 
pp. 30-56). Lk. 22:19b-20 is not found in some manuscripts of the 'western' 
textual tradition but is well attested by a wide range of manuscripts . It is likely 
that the shorter version arose because an ancient editor of the text was puzzled 
by the mention of two cups in Luke's account and removed the reference to a 
second cup. Cf B. M. Metzger (ed.), A Textual Commentary on the Greek New 
Testament (London/New York: United Bible Societies, 1971), pp. 173-177. 
Matthew and Mark may have omitted the command to repeat the rite because 
the Lord's Supper had already become an established custom in the churches 
addressed. The original position of the command is 'probably as in Lk. , and it 
was repeated in Paul's formula for the sake of the parallelism', I. H . Marshall, 
The Gospel of Luke, NIGTC (Exeter: Paternoster; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1978), p. 804. 
40 D.Jones, 'Anamnesis in the LXX and the interpretation ofl Cor. 1l :25',jT.S'6, 
1955, pp. 183-191, provides a helpful summary and critique of some of the 
interpretations that have been offered in connection with this term. Cf G. D. 
Fee, First Corinthians, pp. 552-554. 
41 lJeremias, 'This is my body ... ', pp. 196-197; Eucharistic Words, pp. 232-
236. Cf J . Behm, TDNT 3. 728- 730. 
42 Writers like E. Brunner, The Misunderstanding of the Church (ET, London: 
Lutterworth, 1952), p. 60, speak of the 'cultic assembly for the common hearing 
of the word for the prayer of fellowship, and for the celebration of the sacra
ment'. Others are more rigorous and argue that 'it is doubtful whether the 
primitive community knows of a cult at all', H . Conzelmann, An Outline oj the 
Theology of the New Testament (ET, London: SCM, 1969), p. 46; 'liturgy, places, 
rites have no role at all' (Ibid, p. 258). 
43 C. K. Barrett,john, p. 436. 
44 So, for example, J. Jeremias, Eucharistic Words, pp. 107-108. He rightly 
indicates, p . 136, that ifJn. 6:5Ic, 53-58 is a homily on the eucharistic words of 
Jesus this could have been intelligible 'only to the initiated'! 
45 Cf l D. G . Dunn, 'John VI-A Eucharistic Discourse?', NTS 17, 1970-1, 
pp. 329-332. I am greatly indebted to Dunn's article in the argument that 
follows. D. A. Carson Uohn, pp. 276-280, 294-302) offers a helpful survey of 
different interpretations of this passage and an explanation of the relevant 
verses that is similar to my own. 
46 CfJ. D. G. Dunn, 'John VI', p . 331, andJ.Jeremias, Eucharistic Words, pp. 
221-231. C . K. Barrett Uohn, pp. 298-299) rightly notes the emphasis on the 
reality of the incarnation in the use of this terminology but then makes a jump 
in his argument by saying this 'unmistakably points to the eucharist'. 
47 C . K. Barrett,john, p. 306. Like Dunn, Barrett, p. 304, notes that the words 
' the flesh counts for nothing' (v. 63) must relate in some way to the statement in 
v. 53 about the flesh of the Son of Man, and comments: 'there is no revelation 
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apart from the Spirit and the Word, and no reception of the revelation apart 
from the initiative of God himself (6:44)' . 
48 J. D. G. Dunn, 'John VI', p. 335. 
49 S. Kim , 'The "Son of Man " ' as the Son of God, pp. 67-71. M. Hengel , The 
Atonement: the Origin of the Doctrine in the New Testament (ET, London: SCM, 
1981), pp. 33-75, argues that the ransom saying and the supper sayings of 

Jesus lie behind Paul's teaching that Christ 'died for our sins' (I Cor. 15:3) and 
that he was 'given up for our sins' (Rom. 4:25) . 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Temple and community in 
the Acts of the Apostles 

If 'there is no longer any "cultus" in the ancient 
sense', it is equally true, conversely, that all life has 
become 'cultus' in a new sense. Life has no other 
purpose than to be rendered up to God in adoration 
and gratitude. l 

Contemporary Christianity shows a great deal of interest in what 
Acts has to say about the life and growth of the earliest churches. 
Books on 'worship in the early church' often devote considerable 
attention to passages about early Christian gatherings, to draw 
lessons for church life today. Such studies have their place and 
this chapter will conclude with some reflections on the relevant 
material. It is remarkable, however, that the key terms for 
worship examined previously are rarely used by Luke, and that 
only once is such terminology applied to the activity of a Chris
tian meeting. As with the gospels, there is a need to ask more 
fundamental questions about the theology of worship in this 
New Testament book. 

An obvious starting-point for this investigation is Luke's pre
sentation of the temple and its role in the messianic era. It will be 
important to consider what happens to certain themes associated 
with the temple in the Old Testament. When the sermons in 
Acts proclaim the risen and glorified Jesus as the source of life 
and blessing for Israel and the nations, the implication is that he 
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is to be the centre of true worship. As the focal point of God's 
plans for Israel in the End-time, Christ fulfils and replaces the 
temple and the whole method of approach to God associated 
with it. The message for Gentiles is not in the end very different: 
a relationship with the living and true God is to be found by 
turning from idols to serve the living Lord Jesus. By the Spirit
inspired preaching of the gospel, the ascended Lord draws 
people from every nation, race and culture to himself. As in the 
Old Testament, a genuine engagement with God depends on the 
word of the Lord. 

Luke's limited use of traditional terms for worship is similar to 
that of other New Testament writers. In broad terms, Christian 
life and ministry are viewed as the way to worship or serve the 
God of Israel under the new covenant. More specifically, such 
worship is the expression of faith in Jesus as Lord and Christ. 
Within this framework of thought, what Acts says about early 
Christian gatherings is examined. 

The earliest disciples and the temple 

Continuing associations with the temple 
In the first volume of Luke's work, the temple appears as the place 
of divine revelation. The evangelist begins and ends his infancy 
narrative with an important revelation in the temple (Lk. 1:5-
22; 2:41-50) and records that the prophecies of Simeon and 
Anna about Jesus were also given in the temple courts (2:25-
38) . The law and the temple were preparatory to Christ and 
pointed to him. With these narratives, Luke makes the point that 
the godly in Israel acknowledged Jesus and saw their piety 
leading inevitably to him. Jesus' final visit to Jerusalem and the 
temple is then the focus of the lengthy central section of this 
gospel (9:51 - 19:46). Following his much abbreviated account 
of the cleansing of the temple (19:45-46), Luke indicates that 
Jesus adopted the temple court as the place for propagating 
his own teaching about God and his purposes (19:47-48; if. 21: 
37-38). 

The third gospel also emphasizes that the temple was 'a house 
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of prayer' for Israel (19:46, if. 1:8-10; 2:27-32, 36-38; 18:10-14) 
and thus concludes with the disciples returning to Jerusalem 
after the ascension of Christ, where they 'stayed continually at 
the temple, praising God' (24:53). While it is true that Luke 
betrays a predominantly positive view of the temple, it is over
stating the case to argue that the evangelist avoids making the 
temple the object of God's wrath.2 

The Acts of the Apostles continues to portray the temple as a 
place of revelation. Most obviously, the disciples met regularly in 
the temple courts to teach and encourage one another (Acts 2:46; 
5:12) and to give public testimony to the gospel about Jesus 
(3 :11-26; 4:2; 5:42) . This was not simply for the practical reason 
that the temple was a place where crowds could be easily 
addressed, but because the disciples, like their master, wanted to 
take the word of salvation to the centre of Judaism itself. Later, 
the apostle Paul received an important vision in the temple. This 
experience, however, actually led him away from the temple 
(22:17-21) , so that he could preach the resurrected Christ as the 
centre of true worship for the nations (e.g . 17:16-33) . 

The temple also remained for a while a place of public prayer for 
Christians. As well as meeting 'house to house' , where they ate 
together and praised God as the community of the Messiah 
(2:46-47), the earliest Christians apparently went up to the 
temple at the set hours of prayer (3:1), continuing their associa
tion with the traditional practices of their religion (if. also 21:20-
26; 22:17-21) .3 Since 'the ninth hour' (RSV, 3 p.m.) was the time 
of the afternoon sacrifice, the most natural way to read Acts 3:1 is 
to suppose that the disciples participated in the prayers 
associated with the burnt offering and incense at that time (if. 
Ex. 29:38-43).4 

This may at first seem strange, considering the indications in 
Jesus' teaching that he would somehow replace the temple in the 
plan and purpose of God. Apart from the fact that the implica
tions of his position must have taken some time to be worked out, 
however, there are other factors to be considered. As a group of 
pious Jews, aware of the fulfilment ofIsrael's hopes in the person 
and work of the Christ, they perceived that their fundamental 
task was to bear testimony to Jesus before their fellow Israelites 
(if. 1:8) and so become the means by which other Jews might be 

138 



TEMPLE AND COMMUNITY IN THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES 

spared in the coming judgment and share in the blessings of the 
messianic era (if. 3:17-26). They were aware of being distinct 
within their generation, the beneficiaries of the new covenant (if. 
2:38-41).5 It was logical for them to meet together to express 
their new-found relationship with God through Christ and to 
strengthen one another in the role given to them by God. How
ever, if they were to function as the faithful remnant, the Servant 
community called to bring Israel back to God (if. Is. 49:5-6), 
they could not immediately disengage themselves from the 
temple and separate themselves from the traditional practices of 
their religion: 

The remade Israel does not turn aside from the 
old which still has claims upon her. The relation
ship is still open-ended. Though there may be 
little positive hope that Israel as a whole will 
repent, the relationship is not closed and 
Christianity has not turned aside from its 
source.6 

By preaching in the temple, the Jerusalem Christians related 
Jesus most closely to Jewish hopes about the End-time. The 
messianic redemption had been accomplished. Christ had 
poured out the promised Spirit on the disciples in Jerusalem and 
made them witnesses to him as the heavenly Lord. In him the 
blessings of 'the last days' were being realized (2:1-39). Since 
the early preachers, however, focused onJesus as the only source 
of eschatological salvation, and warned of divine judgment 
against those who rejected this gospel, the temple became the 
place where they experienced opposition and arrest (4:3; 5:25-26, if. 
21:27-30). Preaching about the centrality of the exalted Christ 
in God's plans for Israel was a way of indicating that Jesus fulfils 
and replaces the temple and the whole structure of worship 
associated with it. Such a message inevitably led to the exclusion 
of Christians from the temple and in due course also from the 
synagogues. 7 

The radical teaching of Stephen 
Luke does not record the charge of the false witnesses at Jesus' 
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trial nor mention any claim to destroy the temple and rebuild it 
when he presents the mockery of those who witnessed the cru
cifixion (Lk. 23:35).8 In his account of the trial of Stephen, 
however, he notes this accusation: 

This fellow never stops speaking against this holy 
place and against the law. For we have heard him 
say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place 
and change the customs Moses handed down to us 
(Acts 6:13-14, if. v. 11). 

As in the case of Jesus, the witnesses were apparently called 
false because they misrepresented what Stephen said. He seems 
to have taught that Jesus was the one in whom the law and the 
temple found fulfilment, predicting that judgment was coming 
upon Jerusalem because of its failure to acknowledge this. The 
story of Stephen is used by Luke to summarize the rejection 
of the gospel by Jerusalem as a whole and Stephen's 
speech explains why this happened: 'Jerusalem preferred to 
remain with the Temple and to regard that as the final mark of 
God's favour, rather than let it lead them to Jesus to whom it 
pointed.'9 

Stephen responds to his accusers with counter-accusations, 
based on an interpretation of Israel's history (7:1-53) and set 
within the framework of an apocalyptic vision of Jesus the Son of 
Man, who is observed 'standing at the right hand of God' 
(7:55-56). This vision may be a way of asserting the readiness 
of the Son of Man to act in judgment against apostate Israel. 
Alternatively, it may be contrasting Jesus' 'place' in heaven 
with the temple as a nationally delimited 'holy place' 
in Jerusalem. Christ's heavenly and universal rule suggested 
the end of the temple as an expression of God's special relation
ship with Israel, since God's glory and purposes for the nations 
are clearly bound up with the glorified Christ. 1o Stephen makes 
no specific reference to the charge that he was 'against 
the law', though he accuses Israel of being disobedient to 
the law and hostile to Moses (7:35-39). The climax of this 
disobedience has been the rejection of Jesus as 'the Righteous 
One', sent by God (7:52-53). Most of the speech respond; 
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to the charge of being 'against the temple', as Stephen 
asserts that the temple has been the focal point of Jewish 
disobedience. 

Some scholars have argued that Stephen's speech was an 
attack on the building of the temple itself. They suggest that, for 
Stephen, the erection of the temple was a declension from God . 
'Better in his eyes is the Meeting-Tent in the desert where God 
and His folk may ever be on the move, than a material building 
which attempts to "localize" God - an attempt hopeless from the 
start, as the very builders realized (1 Ki viii.27).'11 It would be 
more accurate, however, to say that the speech is an attack, not 
upon the temple itself, but 'upon an attitude which assigned 
permanence and finality to it. It is a discussion of the Jews' 
attitude to it in the light of their rejection of the Christ.'12 
Stephen is asserting that the promise to Abraham finds its 
ultimate fulfilment, not in the law given to Moses nor in the 
temple, but in Jesus to whom everything in the Old Testament 
points. 

Stephen's speech, therefore, has a very important function in 
the narrative of Acts . It shows that the expulsion of the earliest 
Christians from Jerusalem and the temple was the result of 
their preaching of Christ, which raised fundamental questions 
about the permanence of the institutions of Judaism. Further
more, it provides a theological introduction to Luke's nar
rative of the Gentile mission, by reaffirming that the Lord 
of heaven and earth cannot be tied to a single place (7:48-50, 
citing Is. 66:1-2) and thatJesus as Son of Man has been exalted 
to the right hand of God. Devotion to the temple must not halt 
the advance of the divine plan for the people of God, which 
focuses on Jesus the glorified Messiah, who is Lord of all 
(if 10:36). 

The narrowness of attitude which Stephen opposed comes to 
the fore again most dramatically with the later arrest of Paul. 
Even though he was engaged in traditional purification rites at 
the temple, some of his Jewish opponents from the province of 
Asia seized the opportunity to accuse him publicly (21:26-30). 
'This is the man who teaches all men everywhere against our 
people and our law and this place', they said. 'And besides, he 
has brought Greeks into the temple area and defiled this holy 
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place' (21 :28) . Here the issue was not simply the supposed 
presence of his Greek friends in the sanctuary but the way he 
preached to Gentiles (if 26:20-21) . His teaching seemed to 
undermine Jewish beliefs about the centrality and permanence 
of the law and the temple in God's purposes. 

The Old Testament had spoken about the nations going up 'to 
the house of the God of Jacob' , to learn from him so that they 
might 'walk in his paths' (Is. 2:3) . The theme of the Gentiles 
making a pilgrimage to Zion is clear in a number of prophecies. 
But the earliest Christian preachers indicated that the nations 
would find God in Jesus Christ. This was their testimony as the 
renewed Israel, as those who acknowledged the fulfilment of 
God 's purposes for Zion in the Messiah and his people. The 
temple and the law were God's provisions for Israel until the 
dawning of the messianic era. Cultic regulations and other bar
riers to fellowship between Jews and Gentiles were now being 
removed by God himself, so that people from every nation could 
be united in his service (e.g . Acts 10:9-48; 15:1-35) . 

The coming of the Spirit and the preaching about Christ 
Stephen's defence is designed to point Israel away from the 
temple to the resurrected and glorified Son of Man. Stephen may 
well have been the most radical exponent of this theme, but his 
focus on the exalted Lord Jesus is consistent with various other 
examples of preaching to Jewish audiences in Acts (e .g. 2:14-36; 
3:12-26; 4:8- 12; 13:16-41) . Israel must be renewed by respond
ing appropriately to the message about Jesus. 

Peter's Pentecost sermon (2:14-40) , with its application of the 
prophecy of Joel , is widely recognized as being programmatic for 
Acts as a whole . Joel 2:28-32 predicts that, 'before the coming of 
the great and glorious day of the Lord', God will pour out his 
Spirit on all flesh , and all will prophesy. Whereas the Spirit 
especially designated and empowered the prophets and other 
leaders of the people under the old covenant, God promised that 
all his people would be possessed by the Spirit in the 
last days . Joel's prophecy corresponds to some extent with 
Jeremiah's promise that all God's people would know him and 
obey him in a new way Ue. 31 :31-34) . It also parallels to some 
extent Ezekiel's vision of the Spirit as 'the life-principle of a 
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nation which truly knows the LORD and is inwardly his people' 
(Ezk. 36:26-27; 37:14; 39:29}.13 The Spirit is the 'organ of com
munication' between God and his people, guiding them and 
giving them power to witness to their Lord. 14 The coming of the 
Spirit is another way of talking about the coming of God to dwell 
amongst his people, to fulfil the ideal of the temple and to 
transform their lives by his presence (cJ. Ezk. 40 - 48). Acts goes 
on to show how the Spirit-indwelt community came to include 
believing Gentiles along with the Jewish disciples of Jesus 
(10:44-48; 11:15-17; 17:32-33). 

Peter's sermon proclaims that the witnesses of Jesus' resurrec
tion have received from the exalted Lord the promised Holy 
Spirit (2:32-33). Consequently, these are 'the last days' (2:16-
17), and Jesus is the Lord upon whom everyone must call in 
order to be saved from the coming judgment of God (2:21, 33-
36; cf. 22:16). The mode of the Spirit's bestowal on the Day of 
Pentecost corresponds to the missionary vocation of the disci
ples: his coming is indicated by the gift of prophetic speech and 
'tongues' for the purpose of proclaiming the gospel to people 
from every nation. Those who repent and call upon Jesus as 
Lord and Christ, being baptized 'in the name of Jesus Christ', 
are promised that their sins will be forgiven and that they 
themselves will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit (2:37-39). In 
this way they will share in the benefits of the new covenant and 
participate in the new community of the people of God. 

Thus, the Spirit in Acts is the witness to the fact that Jesus 
lives and is 'the present Lord' .15 Spirit-inspired preaching about 
Jesus is the way in which his power and authority are made 
known and people are enabled to respond to the great saving 
events of his death, resurrection and ascension. In this way they 
may engage with the ascend~d Lord himself. As we shall see, 
Paul's preaching to Gentiles expresses the same truth in different 
terms. In the perspective of Acts, the glorified Lord Jesus is the 
new point of contact between heaven and earth for people of 
every race without distinction. The focus is not so much on his 
redemptive work as a fulfilment of the sacrificial system, but on 
the idea that God's glory and kingly power are supremely 
expressed in Christ. 

This confirms an observation made at the end of chapter 
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three. Preaching about Christ must be at the heart of a Christian 
theology of worship. As in the Old Testament, the word of the 
Lord is central to a genuine encounter with God. Those who are 
concerned about God-honouring worship will be concerned 
about the proclamation of the gospel, in the world and in the 
church, in public teaching and private dialogue. If worship is an 
engagement with God on the terms that he proposes and in the 
way that he alone makes possible, preaching Christ is a key to 
that engagement. Acts points to the proclamation of the heav
enly rule of Christ, with all its implications, as the means chosen 
by God to draw people into relationship with himself, through 
Christ, in the power of the Holy Spirit. God's great act of 
redemption in Christ is the basis of a call to enter into and enjoy 
the blessings of the new covenant. Worship in New Testament 
terms means responding with one's whole life and being to the 
divine kingship of Jesus. 

The inclusion of the Gentiles 

The world of paganism 
In the first century of the Christian era, Rome was the capital of 
a huge empire, comprising many races and religions. From the 
time of Alexander the Great (356-323 BC) Greek culture and its 
religious notions and practices had continued to have the most 
pervasive influence on the Mediterranean world, reaching to 
Asia Minor, to Palestine and Egypt, to Rome and distant Gaul. 
No official Greek religion appeared such as was known in 
Babylonia, in Egypt, in Rome or among the Jews. Many local 
'cults ' were transported to new sites by missionary efforts 
or were copied by other communities. New cults were prac
tised alongside older cults, sometimes being fused with one 
another in the course of time. Polytheism is essentially tolerant 
of all faiths. Thus, throughout the Roman Empire, religion 
was essentially the result of the fusion of local traditions and 
elements common to the wider world of Greek thought and 
practice. 

All the important processes in the world were thought to be 
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activated by the gods and different gods were regarded as being 
responsible for particular functions and spheres of life. 16 The 
object of religion was to secure the goodwill of the gods by 
faithfully carrying out the prescribed ritual. This was necessary 
in order to benefit individuals, families, cities and the wider 
community, or to prevent some disaster from occuring. Three 
main means were employed to regulate the relationship with the 
gods: prayers, sacrifices and divination. Sacrifices were inti
mately connected with prayers because they were viewed as the 
means by which the gods could be induced to yield to a request. 
Divination, which was based on the belief that natural phe
nomena reveal the will of the gods, was practised in the form of 
astrology or by observation and interpretation of events such as 
the flight of birds or the timing of a thunderstorm. 

Traditional religion came under much criticism with the rise 
of philosophy in ancient Greece. The moral character of the 
worshipper was far more important to these thinkers than the 
perfection of any sacrifice. The only worthwhile prayer was 
considered to be the prayer for spiritual qualities, particularly 
virtue. The idea that the gods were dependent on sacrifice for 
their sustenance or gratification was recognized as absurd, for it 
treated the gods as inferior to humans! With the spread of belief 
in fate, divine necessity or chance, some philosophers pointed 
out that sacrifice was useless: 'a rigidly determined world, 
whether ruled by gods or not, was incapable of change' . 17 A 
complete repudiation of material sacrifices, however, was 
extremely rare. The philosophers mostly exposed the illogic
alities of the traditional views of sacrifice and sought to find a 
way of reconciling their insights with popular religion. 18 

Paul's preaching to the pagans 
The account of Paul's ministry in Athens (Acts 17:16-34) gives 
some indication of the way the Christian message had to be 
preached to convince the pagan mind. The theme of worship is 
at the heart of this confrontation, as in the much briefer record of 
Paul's preaching at Lystra (14:11-18). Luke first notes that, 
when Paul was waiting for his friends in Athens, 'he was greatly 
distressed to see that the city was full of idols' (17:16). His 
reaction was twofold. As was his custom, he turned first to the 
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synagogue and reasoned with the Jews and God-fearing Greeks. 
Doubtless he preached Jesus as the Christ and showed how the 
Scriptures had been fulfilled in his death and resurrection (if. 
13:16-41; 17:2-4). However, he also reasoned in the market
place daily with 'those who happened to be there' (17:17). Paul 
may well have employed some of the argument detailed later in 
the chapter, but those who heard him were convinced that his 
message was essentially about 'Jesus and the resurrection' (v. 
IS) . In other words, Paul was not simply engaged in apologetics 
or pre-evangelism. He apparently saw that the preaching of 
Jesus and the resurrection was the key to persuading those who 
were given over to idolatry. 

For all that, some of his listeners categorized him as yet 
another preacher of 'foreign gods' or strange powers (xenOn 
daimonion, v. IS).19 Such novel teaching had to be examined by 
the experts in the court of the Areopagus, an ancient institution 
exercising jurisdiction in religion and morals in Athens (vv. 19-
20). Paul's defence carefully weaves the themes of ignorance and 
worship together. He notes the extent of their religious feeling, as 
indicated by the many objects of their devotion (sebasmata), but 
insists that the altar dedicated 'to an unknown god' is a pointer 
to their ignorance of the true God (vv. 22-23). When the text of 
the following verses is closely examined, it is clear that he puts 
forward a number of Old Testament perspectives about the 
character and purpose of God, the foolishness of idolatry, and 
human responsibility in relation to God, without actually quot
ing scripture (vv. 24-29).20 The true God cannot be accommod
ated in human sanctuaries and have his needs met by those who 
would serve him (therapeuetai, v. 25),21 since he is the creator of all 
things. 

The God who made the world and everything in it is 
the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in 
temples built by hands. And he is not served by 
human hands, as if he needed anything, because he 
himself gives all men life and breath and everything 
else (Acts 17:24-25). 

Each part of this carefully worded statement attacks an 
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important presupposition of paganism. Furthermore, God's 
ordering of nature and history is designed to provoke men and 
women to 'seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him' 
(vv. 26-27) . The characteristic response of humanity has been 
the lie of idolatry, even though it is totally illogical and has often 
been acknowledged as such by pagan poets and philosophers 
(vv. 28-29) . Such 'ignorance' of God is actually culpable. In the 
framework of teaching about the judgment of God against all 
false worship, Paul then introduces again the theme of Jesus and 
the resurrection (vv. 30-31). 

The apostle's conclusion is that Gentiles can seek after God 
and find him by turning in repentance from their idolatry and 
believing in the resurrected Jesus. By implication, this is the way 
for them to offer acceptable worship to 'the living and true God' 
(cf 1 Thes. 1:9-10) .22 Such preaching about the resurrec
tion from the dead and the need to acknowledge the divine king
ship of Jesus inevitably led the early Christians into direct 
conflict with the pluralism and relativism of the Greco-Roman 
world. 

Homage and service under the new covenant 

Homage to the ascended Lord 
Considering the importance of proskynein in the LXX, it is surpris
ing that this term is rarely employed in the New Testament 
outside the Gospels of Matthew and John and the book of the 
Revelation. Luke's only use in relation to Jesus is in the context 
of the ascension narrative. 23 When Jesus was taken up into 
heaven, the disciples 'worshipped him' and then returned to 
Jerusalem with great joy, where they stayed continually at the 
temple, praising God (Lk. 24:52-53). Perhaps Luke reserved the 
term for this climactic moment to indicate that this was at last 
the real recognition of Christ by the disciples.24 This verse 
highlights what may be called the paradox of early Christian 
worship. Adoration was offered to the glorified Jesus while praise 
continued to be offered to the God of their ancestors in the 
traditional context of the Jerusalem temple! 
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As the earliest disciples proclaimed the exalted Christ and 
called upon their fellow Israelites to acknowledge him as the 
giver of the Spirit (Acts 2:33), 'the author of life' (3:15), and their 
only saviour in the coming judgment (4: 12), they were, in effect, 
summoning them to worship Jesus, as they themselves had done. 
Yet Luke did not go on to employ proskynein in Acts to describe 
either initial acts of homage and devotion to Christ or the 
content and purpose of regular Christian gatherings. He 
restricted the term to a quite technical usage, applying it to those 
engaged on a pilgrimage to honour God in the traditional temple 
services (Acts 8:27; 24:11, if. In. 12:20) or to the practice of 
idolatry (Acts 7:43, adapting Am. 5:26). Such terminology was 
presumably not applied to Christian meetings in Acts or the 
epistles because of its particular association with the rites of 
paganism or with the Jewish cult centred at Jerusalem. 

The confession of Jesus Christ as Son of God, Lord and 
Saviour, was at the very heart of the earliest Christian preaching 
(e .g. Acts 2:36; 5:42; 9:22; 10:36; I Thes. 1:9-10; Col. 1:28; 2:6-
7) . Such confession was also the essential response to that 
preaching required from those who joined the apostolic group 
and were baptized 'in the name of Jesus Christ' (e.g. Acts 2:38; 
Rom. 10:9-13; Heb. 3:1; 4:14). Its centrality to the Christian life 
is further suggested by various indications in the Pauline letters 
of primitive credal statements (e.g . Rom. 1:3-4; 10:9-10; I Cor. 
8:5-6) , and possibly some hymn fragments (e .g. Col. 1:15-20; 
Phil. 2:5-11), celebrating 'the elevation of Jesus to a position of 
transcendent status and a uniquely close connection with 
God ' .25 Some of these remnants of early church tradition may 
take us back to Palestinian congregations and to Christians 
whose native language was Aramaic, as with the un translated 
Aramaic prayer Maranatha ('Our Lord [or, 0 Lord] come!', 
I Cor. 16:22). 

Prayer to Jesus as Lord was offered by Stephen (Acts 7:59-
60), in a way that is striking when compared and contrasted 
with the prayers of Jesus to the Father (Lk. 23:34,46) . Ananias 
also prayed to Jesus as Lord (9:10-17, where v. 17 shows that the 
'Lord' addressed was Jesus) and designated the followers of 
Jesus as those who call on his name (9:14; if. 22:16). Again, it is 
most likely that Jesus is the Lord addressed in prayer by the 
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disciples in 1:24. 26 Paul is represented as calling upon him as 
Lord on the Damascus road (9:5; 22:10; 26:15-18) and in a 
subsequent vision in the temple (22:17-21). In this connection it 
is interesting to note that Paul habitually associated the name of 
the Lord Jesus Christ with that of God the Father in his prayers 
(e.g. Rom. 1:7; I Cor. 1:3; I Thes. 3:11-13; and 2 Thes. 2:16-17, 
addressed first to 'our Lord Jesus Christ himself).27 Christians 
could also be defined by Paul as those who 'call on the name of 
our Lord Jesus Christ' (1 Cor. 1:2; if. Rom. 10:9-13), adapting 
an Old Testament expression to indicate that Jesus Christ was 
the one in whom they put their trust for salvation and to whom 
they prayed (e.g. Gn. 12:8; Pss. 50:15; 105:1;Je. 10:25; Joel 2:32). 

As Jesus Christ was acknowledged to be the unique agent of 
God's saving purposes and the Son of God at his right hand, he 
became an object of devotional attention in a way that was 
characteristically reserved for God alone in Jewish tradition. 
This did not begin at a later stage, under the influence of pagan 
thinking, but amongst the first circle of Palestinian Jewish Chris
tians . It was an extraordinary development within the Jewish 
monotheistic tradition, which did not destroy the fundamental 
notion of belief in one God. In short, it was 'an unprecedented 
reshaping of monotheistic piety to include a second object of 
devotion alongside God'.28 Such devotion to Christ was not 
restricted to prayer or praise, but involved a pattern of daily 
obedience to the exalted Lord, which distinguished Christians 
from every other contemporary religious group. 

Serving tlu Lord 
In the 'Song of Zechariah' we are told that the whole purpose of 
the messianic redemption is to enable God's people to worship or 
serve him (latreuein auto, Lk. 1:74). As in the book of Exodus, God 
has come to save his people in a mighty way, to fulfil the terms of 
the covenant he made with Abraham. This time he has used the 
Messiah as a 'horn of salvation', to set his people free from fear of 
oppression by their enemies, so that they might serve him. The 
salvation on view is experienced by means of the forgiveness of 
sins (v. 77) , recalling the promise of Jeremiah 31:34. The service 
that this makes possible is nothing less than a lifestyle of 'holi
ness and righteousness before him all our days' (v. 75). Although 
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such language is not much used in Luke-Acts, this passage 
clearly establishes a theological framework in which to under
stand the work of Christ and the life of the early church. When 
the messianic salvation is proclaimed, those who respond to the 
gospel will be empowered to serve God as he desires. 

Luke has theJews at Corinth charge Paul with persuading the 
people to worship or fear God (sebesthai ton tluon) 'in ways con
trary to the law' (Acts 18:13) , referring to the whole way in which 
Paul taught that the Gentiles could be related to God. Similarly, 
he has Paul describing his Christian life and ministry in the 
broadest possible terms as a way of worshipping or serving the 
God of Israel: ' I worship (latreuo) the God of our fathers, as a 
follower of the Way, which (the Jews) call a sect' (24:14; cf 
27:23) . The context suggests that Paul had found the way to 
serve God that fulfilled the Law and the Prophets. The novelty of 
Christianity, however, was such that the first believers saw the 
need to differentiate themselves from their fellow Jews. Even 
though some regarded them as merely 'a sect' (hairesis) of Juda
ism, Christians preferred to designate themselves as 'those of the 
Way' (9:1 ; 19:9,23; 22:4; 24:14, 22) .29 Their 'worship' was a way 
of life with Jesus at its centre. Thus, Paul describes his ministry 
of preaching and teaching about the Lord Jesus at Ephesus as a 
way of 'serving the Lord' (20:19, using the verb douleuein) . 

Since such traditional worship terms were used with a nar
rowly cultic reference in other contexts (e.g. 7:7, 42), it is clear 
that they were being adapted to express something quite dif
ferent in Christianity. The notion of worship was certainly not 
restricted by Luke to what the early Christians did when they 
met together. 

There is only one context in Acts where the language of 
worship is specifically applied to the activity of a Christian 
gathering. In Acts 13:2 the prophets and teachers of Antioch are 
said to be 'worshipping' or, more literally, 'serving' the Lord 
(leitourgounton . .. to kyrio) and fasting, when the Holy Spirit calls 
for the sending forth of Barnabas and Saul on their first mission
ary journey. The verb leitourgein and related words were regu
larly employed in the LXX in a technical sense, to describe the 
priestly service of the God of Israel (e.g. 2 Ch. 11:14, Joel 2:17, 
Ezk. 45:4, cf Lk. 1:23; Heb. 10:11). As noted previously, this 

150 



TEMPLE AND C OMMUNITY IN THE ACTS O F TH E A POSTLES 

terminology was not used to describe the worship or service of 
the Israelite nation as a whole but only the ministry of priests to 
God, as accredited representatives of the nation, and of Levites 
to priests. Later Jewish literature indicates some movement 
towards a general figurative application of these words.30 The 
terminology is certainly being used in a transformed sense by 
Luke. 

The meeting on view in Acts 13:2-3 could have involved the 
whole church, but it is also possible that it was 'a small prayer 
fellowship ofleading men'.31 Many commentators take verse 2 as 
a reference to prayer,32 since verse 3 speaks about prayer and 
fasting. If this is correct, Luke will be highlighting corporate 
prayer as the 'cultic' activity which replaces the sacrificial 
approach to God which was at the heart of Judaism. It is 
possible, however, that Luke means that 'these prophets and 
teachers were carrying out their appointed ministry in the church' . 33 
In other words, the ministry of prophecy and teaching, which 
was exercised by those especially gifted for the benefit of other 
believers in the congregation, was a specific way of serving or 
worshipping God under the new covenant. If the service of God 
involved a certain lifestyle and ministry in everyday contexts, 
it also had a definite expression when Christians gathered 
together. The Pauline letters show even more clearly that 
ministry to one another can be regarded as a form of worship to 
God. 

Although Acts 13:2 suggests that the terminology of worship 
may be applied to what Christians do when they meet together, 
it is important to remember that Luke sets this activity within 
the broader framework of Christian life and ministry. In the 
early chapters of Acts he also has much to say about the gather
ing of believers that goes beyond our traditionally narrow under
standing of what worship is . Contemporary churches have much 
to learn from this material, without pursuing a slavish imitation 
of the first Christian communities. 
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The character and function of early Christian 
gatherings 
Acts 2:42 provides a brief summary of the activity of the first 
group of Christians in Jerusalem, where we are told that 'They 
devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the fellow
ship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.' Some commenta
tors regard the four elements specified in this verse as a primitive 
liturgical sequence, implying that their meetings regularly 
involved instruction, [table] fellowship, then the Lord's Supper 
and prayers.34 Acts 2:44-47, however, appears to be an expan
sion on this initial summary and some of the things mentioned 
there clearly took place at different times and in different places. 
Luke is giving a description of the ministry of these disciples to 
one another in a variety of contexts, not simply telling us what 
happened when they gathered for what we might call 'church'. 
Here is a brief portrayal of their community life as a whole. 

In 4:32 - 5:16 many of the same details are presented in a 
different order and in an expanded form. The main purpose of 
this passage is to show the holiness of the Christian fellowship 
and to demonstrate that 'God is near to, and jealously guards the 
new community, which is his own possession'.35 These two 
summary passages in the early chapters of Acts suggest that 
Luke was presenting something of an 'apology' for the church to 
his readers. 36 The new community was not a breakaway move
ment from Judaism, nor merely one of several sects within 
Judaism, but the true people of God, the renewed Israel where 
his Spirit was powerfully at work. Elsewhere, Luke only touches 
on aspects of what believers did when they met together, or 
emphasizes historical events to which the activities of a gather
ing were something ofa backdrop (e.g. 13:2; 20:7-11). 

The centrality of teaching 
Luke uses a strong verb in 2:42, 46 (proskarterountes, 'devoting 
themselves to' )37 to stress that the earliest disciples were pre
occupied with and persevered in the activities he lists. Their first 
preoccupation was with the apostolic teaching. Meeting together 
in the temple courts (2:46) appears to have been for the express 
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purpose of hearing the apostolic preaching (if. 3:11-26; 5:21), 
though doubtless there were also opportunities for teaching in 
the home context. We may surmise that these earliest converts 
desired to be encouraged in their faith but also to identify with 
the public preaching of the gospel to their fellow Israelites as an 
act of testimony to its truthfulness . Apostolic instruction con
tinued to be at the centre of church life later in Gentile contexts 
(e.g. 11 :25-26; 18:11; 19:9-10; 20:7-12, 20-21, 28-32; 28:30-31) . 

The apostolic teaching was authoritative 'because it was the 
teaching of the Lord communicated through the apostles in the 
power of the Spirit' .38 For later generations of believers the New 
Testament Scriptures form the written deposit of the apostolic 
teaching in its many dimensions. The centrality of apostolic 
teaching to the life of the early Christian communities is consis
tent with a point made earlier in this chapter: the word of the 
Lord is at the heart of a genuine engagement with God. It is the 
means by which God himself communicates with his people and 
maintains them in a right relationship with himself. 

Teaching and preaching the apostolic word in the Christian 
congregation today may therefore be regarded as both a human 
and a divine activity. It is a ministry of encouragement and 
challenge which we can have to one another but it is also God's 
way of confronting us. It is an essential aspect of what may be 
termed 'congregational worship' because it is itself an act of 
worship or service designed to glorify God. At the same time, its 
aim should be to provoke acceptable worship in the form of 
prayer, praise and obedience, in church and in the context of 
everyday life. More will be said about this theme in later chap
ters, in connection with the letters of Paul and the teaching of 
Hebrews. 

The expression of Christian fellowship 
The word 'fellowship' in common parlance means 'friendship' or 
'companionship' . But it would be inadequate to consider Chris
tian fellowship merely in such terms. The koinOn- words in Greek 
normally mean 'to share with someone in something' above and 
beyond the relationship itself, or 'to give someone a share in 
something' .39 The terminology is used in a number of New 
Testament contexts to refer to the joint participation of believers 
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in Christ (e.g. 1 Cor. 1:9) or the Holy Spirit (e.g . 2 Cor. 13:14) or 
their share in the demands and blessings of the gospel (e.g. Phil. 
1:5) . Common participation in Christ necessarily leads to a 
mutual fellowship amongst members of the Christian com
munity (e.g. 1 In. 1:3). 

At first glance, ti koiniJnia in the absolute sense (literally, 'the 
sharing' ) in Acts 2:42 refers to the sharing of material blessings 
described in verses 44-45.40 There we are told that 'all the 
believers were together and had everything in common (koina) . 
Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he 
had need ' (2:44) . Yet this sharing was clearly a practical expres
sion of the new relationship experienced together through a 
common faith in Christ (cJ. vv. 38-41). This is affirmed in a later 
passage, where a similar statement about sharing their posses
sions is prefaced by the words, 'All the believers were one in 
heart and mind' (4:32-37). Luke highlights their unity in sev
eral contexts by the use of the word komothymadon (' together' , 
1:14; 2:46; 4:24; 5:12) . That relationship brought a certain sense 
of responsibility to one another. The sharing of goods came to 
include the distribution of food to the needy in their midst (cJ. 
Acts 6:1-2) and was certainly not restricted to formal gatherings 
of the believers. It may be best, therefore, to give koinonia its 
widest interpretation in 2:42, including within its scope 'contri
butions, table fellowship, and the general friendship and unity 
which characterized the community' .41 

It is important to note that this sharing of property and 
possessions was voluntary and occasional. The needs of that first 
community of disciples in Jerusalem were related to the physical 
and social environment in which they found themselves. Their 
progressive isolation from unbelieving Israel must have made 
the economic situation of many very precarious. Here was no 
primitive form of 'communism', but a generous response to 
particular problems in their midst (2:45; 4:34-35). The exam
ples given in 4:37; 5:4 show that people did not dispose of their 
whole estate but only certain portions of it. Believers continued 
to maintain their own homes and used them for the benefit of 
others in the church (e.g. 12:12). There was no rule about the 
common ownership of property such as was found among the 
men ofthe council of the Qumran Community.42 
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It could be argued that a fundamental reason for meeting 
together as Christians is to give practical expression to the 
fellowship that we have in Christ. This may take place as we 
share in prayer, singing or confession, or in the giving and 
receiving of various ministries in the congregation. The apostle 
Paul talks about the Lord's Supper as an expression of our 
common participation or fellowship 'in the blood of Christ' and 
'in the body of Christ' (I Cor. 10:16-17, using the word koinonia). 
Acts, however, suggests that genuine Christian fellowship will 
also need to be expressed in other ways and in other contexts. In 
the Old Testament, a generous treatment of the poor and needy 
in the land is an expression of true worship. God declares that he 
will have no regard for sacrifices and religious festivals apart 
from such a commitment (e.g. Dt. 26:12-13; Is. 58:6-7; Am. 
5:11-24). It is not surprising, then, to find New Testament 
writers expressing the sentiment that generosity and self-sacrific
ing care for others is the outworking of a genuine relationship 
with God in Christ (e.g. Heb. 13:16; Jas. 1:27; I In. 3:17-18) . 
There is an obligation to do good to all people, but 'especially to 
those who belong to the family of believers' (Gal. 6:10) . 

The sharing of material blessings in the congregational meet
ing by means of a regular Sunday 'collection' is hardly enough! 
Money may be given for the support of Christian leaders or for 
the benefit of those outside the church, but the participants are 
not necessarily taught by such a process to discern and meet the 
practical needs of others in the local congregation. Teaching on 
this important biblical theme, together with specific exhortation, 
will be necessary to provoke believers to care for one another in 
everyday-life situations, and to express some form of genuine 
community appropriate to the particular group. 

Eating together 
'The breaking of (the) bread' (te klasei tou arlou) in Acts 2:42 most 
obviously refers to the common meals shared by the earliest 
disciples in their homes (v. 46) . They met 'by households' 
(kat' oikon) and they met 'daily' (kath' hlmeran) , perhaps particu
larly because of the physical needs of many in their community. 
Some commentators argue that the expression in verse 42 is a 
technical term for the Lord's Supper and that this was already 
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separated from the ordinary meals of the Jerusalem Chris
tians in some way.43 However, 'to break bread' in other con
texts describes an ordinary meal in terms of the Jewish custom 
of initiating the meal by breaking a loaf and distributing bread 
to all present (e.g. Lk. 24:30, 35; Acts 27:35). To 'break bread' 
was to eat together. The adoption of this term as a title for 
the Lord 's Supper is not formally attested until the second 
century AD (if. Didache 14:1; Ignatius, Eph. 20:2). When Luke 
mentions in Acts 2:46 that they were 'breaking bread in their 
homes', he goes straight on to say that (literally) 'they were par
taking of food with glad and sincere hearts'. The language 
implies that they were eating food to sustain physical life. What 
is the ground for giving the expression a different meaning in 
verse 42? 

I t might be argued that the reference to the meeting of the 
Christians in Troas 'on the first day of the week' in order to 
break bread (klasai arton) is a pointer to a formal Sunday gather
ing for the purposes of the Lord's Supper (20:7) .44 Paul's discus
sion with them, however, occupied their attention until after 
midnight and again after the meal, suggesting that it was a very 
unstructured and informal meeting. When Luke mentions that 
Paul finally broke bread (perhaps on behalf of everyone present), 
he adds 'and when he had eaten, he engaged in much further 
conversation until dawn' (v. 11, liL). It is really quite artificial to 
suggest that the meal by which Paul satisfied himself after such a 
long time was somehow distinct from 'the breaking of bread' . 
Since Christian meetings were largely held in the context of 
private homes, it is natural that they expressed their fellowship 
in terms of eating together. 

In my judgment, therefore, 'the breaking of bread' in Acts 
cannot be taken to refer to a liturgical celebration distinct from 
the everyday meals that believers shared together. Such meals 
were doubtless 'full of religious content because of the recollec
tion of the table fellowship which Jesus had with his followers 
during his earthly ministry' .45 The reality of Christian fellowship 
w.as expressed from the earliest times, as Jesus intended it, in the 
ordinary activity of eating together. Furthermore, these meals 
were presumably given a special character by the fact that they 
were sometimes associated with teaching, or prayer, or praise. 
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Perhaps the grace at the beginning or end of the meal focused 
particularly on the person and work of the Lord Jesus, remind
ing the believers of the basis of their fellowship in him. In this 
way, a meal could be given the same sort of significance that 
Paul wished to ascribe to the community suppers at Corinth 
(1 Cor. 10:16-17; 1l:17-34). Indeed, it is reasonable to suggest 
that 

to break bread and share a cup together would be to 
recall not only the unseen presence of the Lord and 
many meals formerly shared with him, but also the 
New Covenant which he had inaugurated at that 
particular meal in the upper room, in the context of 
his sacrificial self-surrender at Passover-time, in 
which they found themselves bonded into God's 
people.46 

I am not trying to drive a wedge between the fellowship meals 
in Acts and the teaching of Jesus at the Last Supper or the 
teaching of Paul about the Lord's Supper at Corinth.47 The 
point has been to stress that eating together in Acts was an 
activity of profound spiritual significance. It was a way of 
expressing the special relationship which believers had with one 
another in Christ and the special responsibility to one another 
involved in that relationship. These meals may well have been 
informal expressions of what was later more structured and 
organized . Discussion of the Pauline material in chapter seven 
will demonstrate the similarities and differences in the Cor
inthian situation. 

Since the celebration of the Lord's Supper in contemporary 
churches is now almost always separated from a communal 
meal, it is important to consider what has been lost by this 
development. How can we modify the way in which we have the 
Lord's Supper to give greater expression to the fact that we meet 
as the body of Christ? If the structures of our church life make it 
impossible to celebrate the Lord's Supper in the context of a real 
meal, are there other ways to encourage God's people to eat 
together and minister to one another in the relaxed atmosphere 
of table-fellowship? 
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Prayer and praise 
The use of the definite article and the plural in the expression 
'the prayers' (tais proseuchais, 2:42) suggests that the reference is 
to specific prayers rather than to prayer in general (despite NIV, 

'to prayer'). In the context, this most obviously points to their 
continuing participation in the set times of prayer at the temple 
(3 :1; if. 2:46) . Their eating together in households, however, 
involved 'praising God' (2:47) and must also have involved 
prayer in the strict sense of petition. Christians in Acts are 
certainly portrayed in a great variety of contexts at prayer. After 
the ascension, the disciples 'all joined together constantly in 
prayer' (1:14). From then on we are told of corporate prayer for 
guidance (1:24), a meeting to give thanks for deliverance from 
persecution and to pray for effectiveness in gospel ministry 
(4:24-30), leaders' meetings to pray for those beginning a new 
ministry (6:6; 13:3; 14:23), a church meeting to pray for the 
release of Peter from prison (12:5, 12), and numerous other 
examples of individual or corporate prayer. 

Luke-Acts as a whole, therefore, constitutes a 
powerful encouragement and prophetic call to the 
church to be a church of prayer: not just to pray for 
its own perseverance as the people of God under 
pressure in this age, and for salvation at the 
end .. . but for continual faithfulness in witness to the 
gospel now, and for fresh inbreakings of God's grace 
and power now, such as point to the mercy, glory 
and power of the ascended Lord until he comes.48 

The challenge to many contemporary churches is to give more 
place to such prayer in their public meetings, to share the vision 
of the early Christians for the progress of the gospel and the glory 
of God, and to encourage congregational members to meet for 
prayer in a range of contexts outside the formal gathering of the 
church. 
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Conclusion 

The temple in Acts continues to function as a centre of revelation 
and prayer for the early Christians, until their preaching about 
Jesus leads to expulsion. The doctrine of the new temple is not 
enunciated in Luke's work, though it is clear from the apostolic 
preaching that Christ fulfills the ideal of the new temple. The 
resurrected Christ pours out the divine Spirit on the disciples in 
Jerusalem and through their testimony becomes the means by 
which the blessings of the End-time are offered to the nations. 
'The author of Acts is concerned simply to show how the temple 
of Jerusalem played its predicted role as the venue of the 
eschatological fulfilment and then gave way to the new salvation 
which is not confined to a particular topographical location. '49 

The traditional terminology of worship is not much used with 
reference to Christians in Luke-Acts. Where it is, a theological 
framework may be established in which to understand the work 
of Christ and the life of the early church. Calling upon Jesus as 
Saviour and Lord, as an initial response to the gospel and as a 
lifestyle of dependence in prayer, is at the heart of what it means 
to be a Christian. The exalted Lord Jesus is the object of devo
tion in the early churches. From another perspective, Christian 
life and ministry should be viewed as a way of serving God. 
Christ is the one who makes possible the forgiveness of sins and 
the outpouring of the Spirit predicted by the prophets, so that 
God's people are liberated to serve him in a new way. Such 
worship finds particular expression when Christians gather to 
minister to one another in word or deed, to pray, and to sound 
forth God's praises in teachi!1g or singing, but it is not to be 
restricted in our thinking to these activities. 

Fundamentally, the earliest Christians met to express their 
relationship together to the Lord and their responsibilities in 
that relationship. While Acts suggests some parallels between 
Christian meetings and the activities of the synagogue, it must 
be stressed that Luke presents the community life of the earliest 
Christians in terms that set it apart from Pharisaical Judaism, 
with its focus on the study and application of the law. Only a 
very general correspondence between certain features of the 
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synagogue and Christian gatherings may be discerned from 
Luke's evidence.5o Again, although parallels might be drawn 
with the Qumran community, there is nothing of the monastic 
lifestyle, with its focus on ritual and moral regulations, in Luke's 
presentation of early Christianity. Rather, there is an awareness 
of being the community of the End-time, loosed from the strict
ures of Judaism, focusing on Jesus and the prophetic Scriptures, 
having its own distinctive forms of prayer and praise, relating to 
one another and serving one another in everyday contexts such 
as the household. 

I t would be simplistic to argue that what was done in the 
earliest churches is automatically a norm for us today. In par
ticular, the informality of the household gatherings portrayed in 
Acts was clearly a function of their size and the undeveloped 
state of the church. Other cultural and historical factors contrib
uted to the development of different patterns of assembly and 
ministry in different places, as time went by. However, there 
must be a sense in which Luke is commending the example of the 
Jerusalem church, about which he has so much to say, to other 
churches in his generation. This chapter has isolated certain 
principles that are worth examining again and applying to the 
contemporary scene, where there is much confusion about the 
meaning of worship and the purpose of the Christian gathering. 

Formality and informality are not theological categories. Yet 
sometimes people imply that formality in church services is 
somehow more conducive to acceptable worship than infor
mality . Others argue that informality is preferable because it 
allows for greater expression of biblical teaching about the con
gregation as the body of Christ. Formality may be the expression 
of a very narrow and inadequate view of worship and informality 
may be an excuse for lack of preparation or any serious attempt 
to engage collectively with God. Apart from the size of the 
gathering, the question of formality or informality will often be 
decided in practical terms by the personalities of those in charge 
and by the particular traditions of the group in question. There 
are certainly theological considerations, however, that must 
challenge and inform our thinking on this issue. Some of these 
have already been identified in Acts but will be developed and 
expounded further in subsequent chapters. 
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of Jerusalem , pp. 58-59) . On the other hand, it is clear that Mark and Luke have 
different emphases in their presentation of the same teaching of Jesus. Thus, 
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my witnesses inJerusalem") has been executed'. 
9 E. R. Franklin, Christthe Lord, pp. 102-103. 
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35 Cj D. P. Seccombe, Possessions and tke Poor in Luke-Acts, SNTU Serie B, 
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New York: Penguin, 1962, p. 82) . Vermes (p. 30) rather superficially compares 
this with Acts 2:44-45; 4:32 - 5:2. 
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koinimia in the context. I. H . Marshall (Last Supper and Lord's Supper, p. 127) 
rightly proposes that here and in I Cor. 11 :17-34 'the Lord's Supper proper 
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' it is not in the words " the breaking of the loaf', but in their context that one 
must look if one is to detect any further significance in what the Christians did 
together at their meals' (p. 20) . 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Paul and the service of 
the gospel 

No longer is religion to be a sector of life as was the 
case with the elusive and empty divinity cults. 
Christianity is a total consecration involving 
belonging, obedience, brotherly love, in short, total 
service and adoration of the living and true God. J 

Anyone seeking to discover Paul's teaching about worship might 
turn first to passages dealing with congregational meetings and 
various aspects of ministry within the body of Christ. The apos
tle, however, nowhere directly and specifically describes such 
activities as 'worship'. 

Worship terminology common to Judaism and Hellenism is 
certainly found throughout his writings, employed in a trans
formed and renewed sense. Although such terms regularly occur, 
nowhere does he present a developed theology of worship under 
the new covenant like that of Hebrews. He comes closest to this 
in Romans, with passages from other letters revealing some of 
the same assumptions. Indeed, his almost incidental use of 
transformed worship terminology on some occasions suggests 
that the readers must have been familiar with such teaching 
from his original instruction to them. 

The aim of this chapter is to uncover the substructure of 
worship theology in Paul's writings. The following chapter 
focuses on his teaching about the gathering of the church. The 

166 



PAUL AND THE SERVICE OF THE GOSPEL 

death of Jesus as the means of reconciliation with God and life in 
the eschatological era is the basis of the worship theology he 
expounds. The preaching of the gospel in the power of the Holy 
Spirit brings Jews and Gentiles to serve God together, conse
crated to him in the totality of their lives. Paul's use of cultic 
terminology signals the end of traditional cultic thinking, for 
there is now nothing holy in the cultic sense 'except the com
munity of the holy people and their self-abandonment in the 
service of the Lord to whom the world and all its dominions 
belong'. 2 

Worship as the consecrated lifestyle of the converted 

In one of his earliest writings, Paul describes the conversion of 
the Thessalonians in these striking terms: 'you turned to God 
from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his 
Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead - Jesus, who 
rescues us from the coming wrath' (I Thes. 1:9-1O). The pattern 
of preaching implied here contrasts Christianity with all the 
cults of paganism and presents Jesus as the key to a relationship 
with the true God. The verb epistrephein, which simply means 
'to turn around' or 'to return', is used in a technical sense, to 
signify the total reorientation of life involved in abandoning 
idolatry for the worship of the living God (if. Acts 14:15; 15:19; 
26:18, 20) .3 

It was pointed out in the discussion of worship terminology in 
chapter two that the verb douleuein, which is used in I Thessalo
nians 1:9 to designate this new relationship with God, was regu
larly applied in secular contexts to the obligations of a slave 
(doulos) to his master. Since it conveyed the notion of total 
dependence and of obedience without any right of personal 
choice, it was generally not regarded as an appropriate expres
sion of service to the gods in Greek religion. The Greek transla
tors of the Old Testament, however, showed no hesitation in 
using this word to describe the bond-service due to the God of 
Israel (almost always translating the Hebrew 'ii~aifJ . In fact, 
douleuein is the most common term for the cultic service of God in 
the LXX, 'not in the sense of an isolated act, but in that of total 
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commitment to the Godhead'.4 For God was regarded as the 
majestic king, who had delivered Israel from bondage in Egypt 
(e .g. Ex. 13:3, 14; 20:2), thereby laying claim to their exclusive 
devotion and obedience. 

As Paul moved through the Greco-Roman world, he had to 
confront the claims of various religious 'cults' (e.g. Acts 14:11-18; 
17:22-31; 19:24-27) and to guide his converts about how to live 
in an environment dominated by pagan ideals and practices (e.g. 
1 Cor. 8:7-13; 10:14-22). Sometimes he appears to have used 
their terminology in a polemical way to highlight the distinctive
ness of Christianity, but it is going too far to suggest that he 
presents Christianity as a new cult. 5 Conversion from idols was 
the necessary preliminary to a life of service to the living and true 
God. The motivation for this radical reorientation was the 
preaching about Jesus as God's Son, raised from death, soon to 
return from heaven, who even now is rescuing believers from the 
coming judgment (I Thes. 1:10; if. 4:14; 5:9-10). As outlined in 
the rest of I Thessalonians, serving God meant doing his will 
(4:3; 5:18) , living so as to please him in all things (4:1; if. 2:4) . It 
meant avoiding sexual immorality and pursuing brotherly love, 
working out the practical implications of that consecration to 
God which is the consequence of true conversion and thus of the 
Spirit's presence and power (4:3-12) . 

In other words, Christianity was to be distinguished from the 
various cults which flourished in Thessalonica, not by any rit
uals or secret practices but by the consecrated lifestyle of its 
adherents.6 Believing that the day of the Lord would come 'like a 
thief in the night' (5:2), they were to be alert and self-controlled, 
encouraging one another with the promises and challenges of the 
apostolic teaching which they had received (4:13 - 5:15) . Within 
the context of this concern for godly living there was to be 
mutual ministry amongst the believers, as an expression of their 
service to God. They were exhorted to be joyful, to pray con
tinually, to give thanks in all circumstances, and not to despise 
the prophetic ministry that the Spirit might grant to some in 
their midst (5:16-22) . 
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Acceptable worship and the sacrifice of Christ 

The well-known exhortation to present your bodies as 'a living 
sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God, which is your understanding 
worship' (Rom. 12:1, my translation) is by no means the first 
indication of Paul's theology of worship in his letter to the 
Romans. The theme emerges at a number of key points in the 
document. Foundational to the apostle's theology of worship is 
the teaching about mankind's refusal to glorify and serve God 
acceptably (1:18 - 3:20). 

False religion and the wrath of God 
Speaking first in quite general terms, Paul asserts that 'the wrath 
of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness 
and wickedness' of those who 'suppress the truth by their wick
edness' (Rom. 1:18). As the argument proceeds, it becomes clear 
that what is suppressed is specifically 'the truth about God' 
(1:25, RSV): the truth that there is one creator and lord of the 
universe and that human beings are accountable to him. Failure 
to acknowledge God appropriately has led to the chaotic situ
ation where false religions and distorted human relationships are 
characteristic of human experience (1 :21-32) . The essence of sin 
is the holding back of a true knowledge of God and its implica
tions, and therefore a failure to worship him acceptably. 

Paul's claim that 'what may be known about God is plain to 
them, because God has made it plain to them' (1 :19) is used as a 
basis for blame. 7 Humanity's failure to respond appropriately to 
what may be known about God in and through his creation is 
culpable, 'without any excuse' (1 :20, lit.): 

For although they knew God, they neither glorified 
him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their 
thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were 
darkened. Although they claimed to be wise, they 
became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal 
God for images made to look like mortal man and 
birds and animals and reptiles (Rom. 1:21-23) . 
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Paul here reflects the Old Testament perspective that the 
knowledge of God should lead to appropriate worship and obedi
ence.s Idolatry is an obvious indication of the rejection of a right 
relationship with the Creator. Giving glory to God in biblical 
thought means responding appropriately to God's own self
revelation, acknowledging his holiness, majesty and power (e.g. 
Ps. 29:1-2; Lk. 17:18; Rom. 4:20; Rev. 4:9; 1l:13) and not giving 
the praise that is exclusively due to God to any other (e.g . Is. 
42:8; Acts 12:23) .9 It means declaring, but also reflecting in 
lifestyle, something of the glory or revealed character of God. 
Consequently, the apostle elsewhere highlights the need to 
'glorify God with your body' (I Cor. 6:20) and writes of the need 
to do everything 'for the glory of God' (1 Cor. 10:31). 'The whole 
point of creation is that God should have a reflection in which he 
reflects himself and in which the image of God as the Creator is 
revealed, so that through it God is attested , confirmed and 
proclaimed.' 10 

Glorifying God means not exchanging ' the glory of the immor
tal God ' for the lie of idolatry (Rom. 1:21-23). The language 
here echoes statements made about Israel in Psalm 106 (LXX 

105) :20, with reference to the making of the golden calf at the 
time of the exodus, and in Jeremiah 2:11, with reference to their 
forsaking the LORD for other gods at a later time. This suggests 
that Paul's accusation in Romans 1 is directed against the 
ungodly in Israel and not simply against the pagan world. In 
line with Jewish tradition , Paul implies that Israel's fall into 
idolatry, after God had confronted them with his glory at Sinai, 
was the equivalent in their history to Adam's fall after creation. 11 

In the light of God's special revelation of himself to Israel, such 
rebellion was all the more reprehensible (if. Rom. 2:17-29) . 
Associated with the failure to acknowledge and glorify God is a 
futility of thinking and a darkening of 'their foolish hearts' . 
Humanity is fundamentally impaired at the level of understand
ing and judgment because of the rejection of the true knowledge 
of God . It is significant, therefore, that Paul later links the 
renewing of the mind with the notion of right worship being 
restored through the work of Christ (12:1-2) . 

Positively, Paul states that the glorification of God involves 
the element of thanksgiving (1:21): ' they ought to have recog-
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nized their indebtedness to his goodness and generosity, to have 
recognized him as the source of all the good things they enjoyed, 
and so to have been grateful to him for his benefits ' .12 Paul then 
implies that there is another appropriate response to God 's self
revelation in creation and redemptive history, for he condemns 
all who have 'exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and wor
shipped and served created things rather than the Creator - who 
is forever praised. Amen' (1:25) . In other words, there is a 
reverential fear and devotion which is due to God alone. 

The verb esebasthisan ('worshipped' or 'reverenced') is part of 
a whole word group used very commonly in the Greek world to 
denote responses of awe and respect before important people, 
gods, or overwhelming situations.13 By New Testament times, 
this word and the more common verb sebomai could encompass a 
reverential attitude to the gods as well as the cultic activity 
which gave expression to that reverence. When Paul uses the 
combination esebasthisan kai eiatreusan, it is likely that he intends 
the second, more specific verb to give more precision to the first 
verb, so that the sense is 'revered and served cultically' .14 The 
esteem and reverence paid to created things, which has always 
found expression in false religion, particularly in acts of cui tic 
service (latreiai), should have been directed to the living and true 
God. 

The sacrificial significance oj Christ's death 
The opening chapters of Romans illustrate how both Jews and 
Gentiles have failed in their own distinctive ways to reverence 
and serve God acceptably. Refusal to glorify God as God has its 
consequence in every form of wickedness, abuse, hypocrisy and 
injustice in human relationships. God's abandonment of men 
and women to the consequences of their rebellion against him is 
an expression of his wrath, anticipating the final revelation of his 
wrath on the day of judgment (Rom. 1:18, 24, 26, 28; 2:5) . Yet 
Paul's exposition of the work of Christ and its consequences (3:21 
- 1l:36) shows how God has acted to transform this disastrous 
situation. Now it is possible for all to engage with God in a new 
way, on the basis of Christ's sacrifice, offering the worship that is 
pleasing to him. 

The apostle first explains how believers are justified freely by 
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God's grace 'through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus' 
(3:24). The word apo!Jtrosis ('redemption') recalls Israel's deliv
erance from slavery in Egypt, to be set free to serve God as a 
distinct and holy people (if. Lk. 1 :68-75). However, since such 
terminology was regularly used in Greek literature in contexts 
where the payment of a ransom was in view, Paul could also be 
suggesting that the deliverance through Jesus wasat a price. The 
flow of the argument in Romans 3:24-25 suggests that the 'cost' 
of redemption is the death of Christ, seen as the gift of divine 
grace, and the 'price' of it is 'the sacrificial offering made to 
God'.'5 

God provided Christ as the ultimate sacrifice, 'a sacrifice of 
atonement by means of his blood, to be received through faith'.16 
Some commentators have argued that the word hilasterion here 
portrays Christ as the anti-type of the 'mercy seat' or 'place of 
atonement' which covered the ark in the holy of holies (e.g. Ex. 
25:17-22; Lv. 16:14, 15-16). It is more appropriate, however, to 
view Christ as the 'means of atonement' or 'sacrifice of atone
ment', rather than as the 'place of atonement'.'7 The expression 
'by means of his blood' points to the atoning significance of his 
death. The wrath of God is averted by Jesus' death, though, 
paradoxically, as in Old Testament teaching about the sacrificial 
system, it is God who provides the means of atonement. The 
sprinkling of sacrificial blood was a crucial part of the annual 
Day of Atonement sin offering (Lv. 16) and Paul would seem to 
be indicating that Jesus has fulfilled and replaced that central 
rite of Old Testament religion (if. Heb. 9:11-14), rendering the 
whole sacrificial system no longer necessary .18 

The sacrificial and atoning significance of Christ's self offering 
is also brought out in Ephesians 5:2, where Jesus is said to have 
given himself up 'for us' (hyper himon) , 'as an offering and sacri
fice, whose fragrance is pleasing to God' (lit.: prosphoran kai 
thysian to theo eis osmen euOdias).19 This collection of technical terms 
from the Old Testament suggests again that all the sacrifices of 
Judaism find their fulfilment in the self-offering of Christ. 20 Yet, 
in this context, Christ's sacrifice is also set forth as an example 
and a motivation for believers, to impel those who benefit from 
his redemptive work to 'walk in love' as he did (if. 2 Cor. 5:14-
15; Col. 2:6-7). 
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In Romans 5:8-9 Christ's blood or death is again highlighted 
as the means by which sinners are justified and saved from the 
wrath of God . It is the eschatological sacrifice, which secures for 
believers all the blessings of the new covenant and the kingdom 
of God. In 5:19, however, it is through his obedience that 'the 
many will be made righteous'. As Adam headed the line of 
disobedience and sin, Jesus heads the line of humanity which 
lives under the sign of obedience. The atoning value of his 
obedience, which culminates in his death, lies in the fact that he 
surrenders himself completely to the Father as the representative 
of sinful humanity. Thus, it is implied by Paul's argument that 
we may only relate to God on the basis of Christ's perfect 
'worship' , which is his self-offering. Jesus ' death was a once-for
all sin offering, providing the atonement towards which the 
propitiatory rites of the old covenant were ultimately pointing. 
This teaching is expounded more obviously in Hebrews 10:5-22 
(if. also Heb. 5:7-10). 

Romans 6:1-10 makes it clear that baptism into Christ means 
baptism into his death, in order to live with him and for him (if. 
2 Cor. 5:15) . Christians enter into fellowship with Christ in his 
total self-surrender to the will of the Father in order to find 
acceptance with the Father through his atoning work on their 
behalf. The moral implication of this is to live out the new 
obedience which baptism into Christ's death entails (Rom. 6:11-
23; if. 12:1-2) . Christian obedience is made possible by the self
giving obedience of Jesus Christ. If Jesus' death is the unique 
and never-to-be-repeated sin offering of the new covenant, faith 
expressed in obedience is the 'holocaust' or 'burnt offering' 
which Christians can offer to God because of that sin-offering. 
'Dying with Christ, being crucified with him in baptism, stamps 
the whole earthly life of the Christian, sanctified by his Spirit, 
with the cultic character of his death on the cross.'21 

The worship that Christ makes possible 
The phrase 'through faith' in Romans 3:25 indicates how the 
saving benefits of Christ's unique and unrepeatable sacrifice are 
to be appropriated. In the chapters that follow, the apostle goes 
on to describe the nature of that faith and its consequences in 
terms of obedience and sanctification (if. especially 6:11-23) . 
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Justification by faith opens up the possibility of serving God in a 
new way, in the power of the Holy Spirit. Such a relationship 
with God is available for Jews and Gentiles alike, since anyone 
who calls upon Christ as Lord may be saved (if. lO:9-13). In 
Romans 12:1 Paul begins to draw out the practical implications 
of the preceding theological exposition, suggesting a radically 
new understanding of worship in terms of a right response to the 
gospel: 

Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's 
mercies, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy 
and pleasing to God, which is your understanding 
worship (Rom. 12:1, my translation). 

The uniqueness of Paul's approach to this subject is indicated 
by the way he introduces it. He implores his readers 'by means of 
the mercies of God' (lit.: dia ton oiktirmon tou theou). It is as if all 
God's merciful deeds, expounded so far in the letter, make their 
own appeal in Paul's exhortation.22 God's mercies, supremely 
expressed in the saving work of Christ, the gift of his Spirit, his 
perseverance with faithless Israel and his gracious offer of salva
tion to the Gentiles, call forth the response of grateful obedience, 
with all the implications outlined in the following chapters. In 
addressing them as 'brothers', he makes it clear that his entreaty 
is for those who know themselves to be the recipients of those 
mercies and who are now united in the community of Christ. 
This call to worship is thus similar to the foundational state
ments of passages like Exodus 19:4-6; 20:1-3; Deuteronomy 
10:14-22, where the redemptive initiative of God establishes and 
dictates the sort of engagement with the LORD that is required of 
Israel. 

The apostle wrote at a time when aspirations for a more 
spiritual worship abounded in various milieus in both Judaism 
and Hellenism. The expression logiki latreia (which I have ren
dered 'understanding worship') recalls various criticisms of sac
rifice then being made in the Greco-Roman world. The adjective 
logikos was a favourite term of the Greek philosophers, especially 
the Stoics, for whom it meant 'belonging to the sphere of the logos 
or reason' and hence 'spiritual' in the sense of 'suprasensual'. 23 
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Since rationality is what distinguishes human beings from 
animals and relates them to the gods, traditional sacrifices were 
repudiated by some writers and various forms of 'rational sacri
fice' (logiki thysia) were advocated instead. In some texts 
this refers to attitudes of mind and purity of life, but in texts 
influenced by mysticism some form of religious ecstasy or even 
silence is regarded as the proper worship. The Hermetic tracts, 
probably dating from the third century AD in their present 
form, appear to use logikos quite specifically with reference to 
sacrifices on a rational plane, offered by the rational part of the 
sou1.24 

The LXX does not employ logikos, though the Old Testament 
prophets clearly indicated that God was honoured, not merely 
by ritual observance, but by a genuine spiritual and moral 
engagement with him (e.g. Is. l:lO-16; 29:13; Mi. 6:6-8). God's 
essential requirement was repentance, faith and obedience, espe
cially expressed in the concern to establish righteousness and 
holiness in the community of his people. The sacrificial system 
was designed to promote such a response and not to be a cover
up for sin! In late Judaism, while the need for cultic observance 
continued to be stressed, deeds of love, and activities such as 
fasting, prayer and the study of the law were often regarded as 
being as pleasing to God as temple offerings.25 

If the term 'spiritualization' is to be applied to developments 
in Judaism, this should not be confused with what such termi
nology meant in Hellenism. In some Jewish writings, such as the 
Epistle of Aristeas and the works of Philo, Hellenistic and Jewish 
ideas about a truly spiritual worship were certainly blended. 
Whereas, however, in Hellenism generally there was a move
ment towards interiorizing worship, culminating in teaching 
about the importance of silence before an impersonal and ineff
able divinity, in Judaism the movement was towards a develop
ment of the ethical implications of ritual worship. The way for 
New Testament teaching was to some extent forged by Jewish 
thinkers placing the doing of God's will at the heart of what they 
said about sacrifice, rather than by Hellenism. Nevertheless, 
what is distinctive for Paul is not the moralization and spiritual
ization of the notion of sacrifice, but the fact that Christian 
worship involves the presentation of ourselves to God on the 
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basis of the single, atoning sacrifice of the death of Jesus, in the 
power of the Holy Spirit. 

I t seems highly likely that the apostle chose to use the expres
sion logiki latrna precisely because of 

the spiritualizing tradition and nuances which it 
represented - its polemic context of spiritual-moral 
sacrifice against bloody animal sacrifice, its 
implications of life according to the logos, its mystic 
nuance of silent prayer. Paul would thus be taking 
up, in quotation marks as it were, a religious slogan 
common in certain circles at the time. In so doing he 
completely transforms the saying, while opposing it 
to those conceptions of spiritual worship so much in 
vogue at the time. Certainly no more the bloody 
animal sacrifices of the past, but not either the pure 
interiority of the Mystic. The Christian's spiritual 
worship involves an extreme of realism - the bodily 
offering of himself. 26 

If Paul's expression is translated 'spiritual worship', there is a 
danger of accenting the inwardness of Christian worship and not 
taking sufficient account of the fact that we are to yield our 
bodies to God's service. On the other hand, the translation 
'rational worship' may only suggest a contrast between the 
offering of rational beings and the sacrifice of irrational animals. 
The mind is certainly central to Paul's perspective here, but the 
focus is not simply on rationality. The service he calls for is the 
obedience of faith expressed by those whose minds are being 
transformed and renewed by God, so that they may no longer be 
conformed in lifestyle to the values, attitudes and behaviour 
of 'this age' (Rom. 12:2; cf Col. 3:9-10; Eph. 4:22-24). 
Consequently, it may be best to read 'understanding worship', 
and to recognize from the context that this means 'the worship 
which is consonant with the truth of the gospel', 27 or the service 
rendered by those who truly understand the gospel and its 
implications. 
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Responding to Paul's exhortation 
The phrase used to express the sacrificial action of Christians is 
'to present your bodies as a living sacrifice'. Although it never 
appears in the LXX, paristanai ('to present') is a standard 
Hellenistic word for the offering of a sacrifice.28 The aorist tense 
is employed to indicate the decisiveness required in presenting 
ourselves to God for his service. Rightly understood, evangelism 
will involve a challenge to the unconverted to respond to God's 
grace in this way. Yet the fact that Paul addresses those already 
committed to Christ in this letter suggests that the command 
should be taken in a summary way, as defining the response that 
is always to be regarded as the essence of Christian worship.29 
The initial presentation of ourselves to God in Christ, made at 
conversion/baptism, needs to be renewed on a regular basis. 

The sacrifice that pleases God is our 'bodies', meaning our
selves as a totality, not just skin and bones (if. 6:13, 16, 'offer 
yourselves', paristanein heautous)! Christ's obedience makes pos
sible a new obedience for the people of God. The apostle is not 
simply considering some form of inner consecration here, but the 
consecration of ourselves as a whole, able to express our obedi
ence to God in concrete relationships within this world (if. 1 Cor. 
6:20). As those who have been brought from death to life by 
means of Jesus' death and resurrection (if. Rom. 6:4-11), we 
belong to God as a 'living sacrifice' (thysian zosan, if. 6:12-14) . As 
those called to be saints (if. 1:7, kittois hagiois) , we are to live out 
that consecrated relationship in terms of practical holiness 
(hagian, 12:1) and so prove to be acceptable or pleasing to God 
(euareston to theo). Thus, Paul has transposed the notion of sacri
fice across a double line - 'from cultic ritual to everyday life, 
from a previous epoch characterized by daily offering of animals 
to one characterized by a whole-person commitment lived out in 
daily existence'. 30 

We are sanctified or consecrated to God because Jesus Christ 
died and rose for us, and because the Spirit enables us to believe 
the gospel and yield ourselves to God (if. 1 Cor. 1:30; 2 Thes. 
2:13; I Pet. 1:2). Consequently, the sacrifice we offer is already 
holy. We are holy, like the Israelites redeemed from Egypt, 
because God has graciously brought us to himself. However, 
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that holiness needs to be expressed in our bodily life (I Cor. 
6:19-20; 2 Cor. 7:1), by living out the call to a holy life (I Thes. 
4:1-12) . Under the new covenant 'we no longer have material 
offerings distinct from the giver but rather the personal offering 
of the body, of earthly life, inseparable from the existence of the 
one who offers. It is at this point that the holy merges with the 
ethical with which it may so easily be equated. '31 The life that is 
truly acceptable to God is the life consecrated to him through 
self-abandonment to the saving work of Jesus Christ. It is the life 
that seeks to serve him in the context of everyday relationships 
and responsibilities, in the power of his Holy Spirit. 32 

The first two verses of Romans 12 place the concluding chap
ters of the letter under the umbrella of worship. That theme 
emerges again explicitly in 14:18 ('anyone who serves [douleuOn] 
Christ in this way is pleasing [euarestos] to God and approved by 
men') and the notion of an offering acceptable to God continues 
in the section dealing with Paul's particular ministry which 
begins in 15:14. From Romans 12 - 15 it is clear that acceptable 
worship involves effective ministry to one another within the 
body of Christ, maintaining love and forgiveness towards those 
outside the Christian community, expressing right relationships 
with ruling authorities, living expectantly in the light of Christ's 
imminent return, and demonstrating love especially towards 
those with different opinions within the congregation of Christ's 
people. 

If the sphere of Christian worship is the world and every 
relationship in which Christians find themselves, what is the 
particular application of Romans 12:1-2 to the congregational 
meeting or 'church service'? The following verSes suggest 
immediately that the exercise of gifts and ministries in the con
gregation is an expression of our service to God: we worship God 
by prophesying, serving, teaching, encouraging, contributing to 
the needs of others, exercising leadership and showing mercy to 
others in the fellowship of God's people (12:3-8) . These 
activities may continue outside the formal meeting of the church 
but they are an essential part of such meetings in the perspective 
of several New Testament passages. While all ministry must be 
understood as a response to God's grace, and not in any sense a 
cultivation of his favour, ministry to others is an important 
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aspect of our self-giving to God. The next chapter will explore 
this theme in greater detail. 

If God is to be glorified by such service, Romans 12:1-2 
suggests that Christians need to be continually reminded of 'the 
mercies of God'. Our focus must be on his gracious initiative, 
in order to maintain saving faith in Jesus Christ and what he 
has done, and to elicit appropriate expressions of that faith. 
Once again, the centrality of gospel proclamation to the 
meeting of Christ's people must be affirmed. Ministries of the 
word of God need to be exercised in the congregation to 
enable us to engage with God and serve him appropriately. 33 

If Christians are not to be conformed to the pattern of this 
world but are to be transformed by the renewing of their 
minds, a gospel-based ministry of. teaching and exhortation is 
essential. 

Gospel ministry as a specific expression of Christian 
worship 

At the beginning and end of Romans, Paul employs the language 
of worship to describe his apostolic ministry (1 :9; 15:16). 
Although the first reference could perhaps be mistaken for an 
aside, the second is clearly integral to the argument of chapter 
15. These passages together show that Paul's considered view of 
his apostolate was that it was the means by which he was 
especially called to worship or serve God under the new cov
enant. 

In his introductory thanksgiving (1:8-17), the apostle names 
God as witness when affirming how constantly he remembers the 
Roman Christians in his prayers. God is described as 'the one 
whom 1 serve in my spirit in the gospel of his Son' (lit.). As noted 
previously, latrtuo ('I serve') in the LXX regularly refers to the 
service of Israel's God or service offered to the gods of the 
nations. While the verb leilourgein and related terms were 
reserved for the priestly ministry in Israel, the latreuein word
group was used to describe the cui tic service of the people as a 
whole. There are contexts where this verb is used to convey the 
idea of fidelity and devotion to God as lord and master in the 
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broadest possible terms (e.g. Dt. 10:12-13; Jos. 24:14-24). The 
terminology was mostly used, however, with the specific sense of 
honouring God by ritual observance (e.g. Ex. 3:12; 2 Sa. 15:8). 

The words 'in my spirit' (en pneumati mou) in Romans 1:9 
primarily refer to Paul's spirit, rather than the Holy Spirit, yet it 
is surely right to assume that he means his spirit renewed and 
inspired by the Spirit of God (if. Phil. 3:3). In this way he 
differentiates Christian service from other forms of worship as a 
service flowing from and motivated by a renewed spirit and one 
in which the whole person is engaged. The expression 'in the 
gospel' (en to euangelio) suggests that he specifically had in view 
his apostolic ministry.34 Paul's apostolic ministry was a particu
lar expression of the worship that all Christians are to offer to 
God (Rom. 12:1). His proclamation of the gospel was a religious 
act comparable with the praise offered in conjunction with the 
sacrificial ritual of the tabernacle or temple. Intercessory prayer 
was an aspect of Paul's service to God, but it is clear from what 
follows in the context that gospel preaching was the focus and 
goal of all his activity (if. 1:11-15) .35 

At the conclusion of the letter, Paul again describes his gospel 
work using transformed worship terminology. As 'a minister 
(leitourgos) of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles', he is the one desig
nated by God to bestow blessing on the Gentiles with the gospel 
(Rom. 15:16). The word leitourgos need not imply a sacral func
tion.36 However, what follows suggests that he is engaged on 
Christ's behalf in discharging a 'priestly' ministry in the 'cult' of 
the gospel (hierourgounta to euangelion}.37 There is no question of 
Paul acting as a mediator between his converts and God. This 
sacral terminology is used metaphorically to portray the minis
try of preaching by which he enables the Gentiles to offer them
selves to God as an acceptable sacrifice, 'sanctified by the Holy 
Spirit'. Many commentators take the expression hi prosphora ton 
ethnon to mean 'the offering which consists of the Gentiles', 
implying that Paul offers the Gentiles to God like a priest. It 
would, however, be 'much more in accord with the rest of St. 
Paul's liturgical expressions to take "the offering of the Gentiles" 
as the offering made by the Gentiles' . 38 The language here 
recalls Romans 12:1 and suggests that gospel preaching is neces
sary to bring about that obedience of faith through Jesus Christ 
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(15:18; if. 1:5; 16:19), which is the 'understanding worship' of the 
eschatological era. This is clearly a response his converts them
selves must make. Paul's ministry makes it possible for the 
Gentiles to 'glorify God for his mercy' (15:9). 

The expression 'consecrated by the Holy Spirit' (NEB, higias
meni en pneumati hagio) in Romans 15:16 stands in apposition to 
'acceptable' (euprosdektos) and indicates that the work of the 
Spirit in drawing the Gentiles into relationship with God 
through Jesus is what makes them acceptable to God. Paul goes 
on to reinforce the idea that the acceptability of the Gentiles' 
self-offering to God is directly related to his preaching, by assert
ing that the Spirit is at work through his ministry, in what he 
says and does (vv. 17-19). The Spirit, who is actively present in 
both preacher and listener, is a necessary agent of the worship of 
the new era inaugurated by Christ. Another way of expressing 
the same truth is to say that Christ himself has been at work 
through the ministry of Paul, drawing the Gentiles into relation
ship with himself. Although the primary reference is to Paul 's 
evangelistic preaching, by which individuals are brought to 
Christ and churches are established, it is clear that the apostle 
sees his ongoing ministry to believers, even the writing of this 
letter, as a means of enabling Christians to live the consecrated 
life that is pleasing to God . 

Paul's 'priestly' ministry was radically different because it was 
conducted out in the world, rather than in some sacred place, 
and the offering it made possible breached ' the fundamental 
cultic distinction between Jew and Gentile' . 39 The breaking 
down of the distinction between sacred and profane was part of 
the breaking down of the division between those two groups 
within humanity. The gospel demanded that the cultic barriers 
prescribed in the Old Testament be left behind. Paul's own role 
as apostle to the Gentiles was foundational to this new life in the 
Spirit, with evangelism and teaching about the implications of 
the Christian message being his God-given 'liturgy' . His minis
try was the divinely appointed means of uniting Jews and Gen
tiles in the praise and service of God, thus fulfilling 
the prophetic promises regarding the End-time (if. 15:5-12) . 
Since preaching was not regarded as a ritual activity in Paul's 
world, he clearly gives that ministry a novel significance when 
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he describes it as the means by which he worships or serves 
God. 

Paul's ministry was in many respects unique and he clearly 
used transformed cultic terminology to highlight this fact. 
Nevertheless, it seems legitimate to argue by way of extension 
that such terminology can be applied, at least in some measure, 
to those who share in the apostolic task today. Missionary 
preaching and the establishment of churches in the truths of the 
gospel can be described as fulfilling a God-given 'liturgy' or 
service to the churches. At the same time, these vital activities 
can be regarded as specific and particular expressions of Chris
tian 'worship' or service to God. Any gospel ministry can be 
described as 'priestly' in the sense that it enables people to 
present themselves as a 'living sacrifice' to God through Jesus 
Christ. It must be recognized, however, that there is always a 
danger that the metaphorical and spiritual dimension to Paul's 
thought may be obscured by describing Christian ministry In 

such terms. 
This soon happened, as church history progressed. 

What began in Christianity as a metaphorical 
and spiritual conception was by the age of 
Constantine ready to be taken literally again. The 
extension of sacrificial language had come to 
encompass the ministry as a special priesthood 
(Cyprian), the table as an altar and buildings as temples 
(Eusebius). Sacrifice was increasingly materialized and 
traditional content was put into the words . Sacrifice 
became again not only praise and thanksgiving but 
also propitiatory (Origen and Cyprian). A blending 
and transformation of conceptions - pagan, 
philosophical, Jewish and Christian - created a new 
complex of ideas. We not only use words, but words 
use us.4Q 

Sacrifice, faith and the Spirit 

It is not possible to examine the use of worship terminology in all 
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of the letters attributed to Paul. The next chapter will focus 
particularly on what may be learned from 1 Corinthians and 
Ephesians. This chapter concludes with some observations from 
the letter to the Philippians. 

The 'sacrificial service' of Christian faith 
The apostle uses transformed sacrificial terminology to describe 
his own ministry to the Philippians and the way their faith 
expressed itself in ministry to him: 

But even if I am being poured out like a drink 
offering (spendomai) on the sacrifice and service 
coming from your faith (ti thysia kai leitourgia tes 
pisteos hymon), I am glad and rejoice with all of you. 
So you too should be glad and rejoice with me 
(Phil. 2:17-18) . 

Since both thysia ('sacrifice') and leitourgia ('service') stand 
under the same article in the Greek it is possible that Paul means 
'the sacrificial service of your faith'. The words tis pisteos hymon 
('of your faith') may imply that faith itself is the sacrificial 
offering on view (RSV, 'the sacrificial offering of your faith'). The 
broader context of the argument in Philippians, however, sug
gests rather that the reference is to faith as the basis or motiva
tion for their sacrificial ministry (NIV, 'the sacrifice and service 
coming from your faith'). Similar terminology in 2:30 and 4:18 
indicates that Paul is talking about the care they have shown to 
him, engendered by their faith. 

As noted in chapter two, the noun leitourgia ('service, minis
try') was used in the LXX almost exclusively for the service of 
priests and Levites in the temple. In the New Testament, how
ever, apart from two references to such ritual activity (Lk. 1:23; 
Heb. 9:21) and one to the high-priestly work of Christ (Heb. 
8:6), ieitourgia is used in a non-cultic way to describe the service 
rendered to meet the needs of others. In 2 Corinthians 9:12 it 
refers to the collection for the poor in Jerusalem (cJ. Rom. 15:27 
leitourgisai), and in Philippians 2:30 to the ministry of 
Epaphroditus to Paul, on behalf of the Philippians. Epaph
roditus is styled as 'a minister' (leitourgos) in 2:25, since he 
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brought the material gifts of the Philippians to Paul (4:18) and 
risked his life to complete in person what was lacking in their 
'ministry' to him (2:30, hyman ... tis pros me leitourgias) . The ordi
nary secular sense of rendering a service to someone is the most 
obvious meaning of the terminology here. Yet the wider context 
suggests that God is honoured and served by means of such 
service to others. 

One of Paul's aims in writing to the Philippians was to express 
his gratitude for the gifts received from them. He calls attention 
to the spiritual significance of their ministry to him in 4: 18 by the 
use of cultic terminology: the gifts are described as 'a sweet 
fragrance, a sacrifice acceptable and pleasing to God' .41 The 
expression osmi euOdias (lit., 'a sweet fragrance') is part of the 
technical language of sacrifice in the Old Testament, being 
applied to burnt offerings (Ex. 29:18, 25; Lv. 1:9) , cereal offerings 
(Lv. 2:2, 12) and peace offerings (Lv. 3:5).42 Such language 
implied that God delighted in the sacrifices of his people, when 
they were offered as he directed. Paul, however, applies this 
terminology to a monetary gift. Sacrificial giving for gospel 
ministry is thus shown to be an expression of the worship pleas
ing to God under the new covenant. 

In short, the 'sacrifice and service corning from your faith ' 
mentioned in 2:17 refers to the ministry rendered by the Philip
pians to the apostle. It would include their prayers and their 
sending of Epaphroditus with material support for Paul in his 
missionary activity. As Paul wrote, he particularly had in mind 
their care for him in the context of his imprisonment. Leitourgia 
was not added to thysia to suggest that the Philippians performed 
a priestly act, but to indicate that their sacrifice was expressed in 
active service.43 

Gospel ministry and the ultimate sacrifice 
The other image that is used in Philippians 2: 17 is that of Paul 
himself being offered as a 'libation' (RSV, spendomai, 2:17). In the 
Greek world, the verb spendO was used to denote the pouring out 
of 'a portion of drink on the ground or on a cultic site as an 
offering to the gods' .44 In the LXX, such terminology was applied 
to drink offerings or libations of oil that were poured out over or 
beside a burnt offering with its accompanying cereal offering 
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(e.g. Nu. 15:3-10; Lv. 23 :13, 18). So Paul is indicating that he has 
a sacrifice to offer in connection with the sacrificial service 
coming from the faith of the Philippians. 

It is most likely that Paul is alluding to the possibility of 
martyrdom with the use of such imagery.45 By this means he 
indicates that he is prepared to go to the limit for the sake of the 
gospel.46 The only other occurrence of spendomai in the New 
Testament is 2 Timothy 4:6 (lit., 'for I am already being poured 
out and the time of my departure has come'), where the context 
rather than the word itself suggests imminent martyrdom. Here, 
there is a note of certainty, but in Philippians 2:17, martyrdom is 
considered in a more hypothetical fashion. 

With the employment of this well-known cultic imagery in 
such an unusual fashion, the apostle suggests that his own death 
might be the drink offering to be added to the Philippians' 
sacrificial service. If the Old Testament imagery is to be pressed, 
the sacrifice of his life would be the libation to complete their 
offering to God. Such is his commitment to them in the fellow
ship of the gospel, that he is prepared to be 'poured out', not for 
the glory of martyrdom, but as a modest 'drink offering', added 
to the primary offering of their faith. He is willing for such a 
death to be reckoned to their credit and not to his and calls upon 
them to rejoice with him at such a prospect. 

Worship inspired by the Spirit 
In Philippians 3 there is a rapid change of tone and mood in the 
argument, as Paul seeks to warn his readers about the dangers of 
false teaching in their midst. His emotions run high when he 
refers to his opponents as 'those dogs, those men who do evil, 
those mutilators of the flesh ' (3:2) and then uses a variety of 
rhetorical effects to contrast their error with the truth. Much 
scholarly debate has taken place about the identity of these false 
teachers, with some commentators suggesting that there may 
have been two, or even three different groups of people under 
attack in this chapter!47 For our purposes, it is sufficient to note 
that the argument at the beginning of the chapter points to the 
Jewish aspects of their propaganda. They apparently insisted 
that men should be circumcised before they could worship God 
acceptably. In so doing, they indicated that their confidence was 
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in rituals and human achievements, rather than inJesus and the 
gospel of salvation by God's grace alone. 

The derogatory term 'mutilation' (katatomi) is applied to these 
agitators in Philippians 3:2. 'Circumcision' (peritomi) is the term 
that might have been expected, since it was the name regularly 
given in the New Testament to Jews (e.g. Rom. 3:30; 4:9; Gal. 
2:7-9) or Jewish Christians (e.g. Gal. 2:12; Col. 4:11; Acts 10:45; 
11 :2), drawing attention to that physical sign oflsrael's covenant 
relationship with God. In fact, Paul applies this important 
expression to himself and to his readers in verse 3 (using the 
emphatic form himeis gar esmen hi peritomi, 'for we are the circum
cision'). This indicates that Jewish and Gentile Christians now 
constitute the new community of the people of God. The remain
ing clauses of the verse then set forth what it means for Chris
tians to be 'the circumcision' of the new age: 'we who are the 
circumcision, we who worship by the Spirit of God, who glory in 
Christ Jesus, and who put no confidence in the flesh .' 

When the apostle claims that the special mark of Christians is 
that they 'worship by the Spirit of God' (hoi pneumati theou 
latreuontes) he is not simply contrasting Israel's external rites with 
true spiritual worship. Just as the title 'the circumcision' applies 
now in a transformed way to Christians and not to Israel, so 'the 
service of God' belongs exclusively to Christians as the com
munity possessed and led by the Spirit of God .48 The 'service' on 
view will involve more than prayer and praise, since the Spirit is 
given to inspire and empower a new lifestyle in Paul's teaching 
(e.g . Rom. 8:4, 9-11, 14). 

The following expressions indicate in a positive and negative 
fashion the sort of engagement with God that this entails. To 
'glory in Christ Jesus' and 'put no confidence in the flesh' is to 
follow the example of Paul in verses 4-11 - rejecting circumci
sion, Jewish descent, and obedience to the law as the basis of a 
relationship with God, turning from self-confidence to trust in 
Christ and what he has achieved for believers by means of his 
death and resurrection. It is the work of the Holy Spirit to enable 
such a response to the gospel and to motivate Christians to a life 
shaped by the gospel realities. 

In other words, Philippians 3 emphasizes that the service of 
God in the gospel era is initiated and maintained by the Spirit of 
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God. It is a service rendered on the basis of the preaching of the 
gospel, motivated by, and informed by the saving work of Jesus 
Christ. How the Spirit operates when Christians gather together 
remains to be investigated. The focus here is not on the exercise 
of the Spirit's gifts nor on the inwardness of the Christian's 
response to God. What stands out from this context is the idea 
that worship by the Spirit is essentially trust in Christ crucified 
and the saving implications of his death. 

Conclusion 
The perspective offered by Paul's use of certain traditional wor
ship terms, is that expressions offaith in the saving work of Jesus 
Christ and ministries that encourage such faith are specifically 
the worship acceptable and pleasing to God in the gospel era. 
There is a new kind of service to God made possible through the 
preaching of the gospel. This is so because Jesus' death provides 
the ultimate sacrifice of atonement, fulfilling and replacing the 
Old Testament sacrificial system. Evangelism can be viewed as 
the task of challenging people to yield themselves to God, calling 
upon them to respond in grateful obedience to all his mercies 
in Christ. The Spirit is given to enable trust in the promises 
of the gospel and to bring men and women from every race 
into a sanctified relationship with God and with one another, 
in the community of the new covenant. Such is the means 
chosen by God to deal with our failure to acknowledge and 
serve him appropriately . An engagement with God through 
Christ is now the only way to offer the worship that is due to 
him. 

The presentation of ourselves 'as a living sacrifice, holy and 
pleasing to God', means serving him in a whole range of relation
ships and responsibilities. When Christians become preoccupied 
with the notion of offering God acceptable worship in a con
gregational context and thus with the minutiae of church ser
vices, they need to be reminded that Paul's focus was on the 
service of everyday life. In the sixties and seventies of this 
century, we were urged to see that the real life of the church was 
in the world . But the 'religionless Christianity' that evolved was 
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far removed from Paul's priorities and perspectives. As the cen
tury draws to a close, there is generally more interest in con
gregationallife and ministry but a dangerous tendency towards 
introversion in many churches. Indeed, congregational worship 
in some contexts can be like 'a narcotic trip into another world to 
escape the ethical responsibilities ofliving a Christian life in this 
world'.49 

The preaching of the gospel is designed to bring about a 
consecrated lifestyle that will enable believers to glorify God, by 
word and deed, wherever and whenever they can. This view of 
worship highlights the importance of the family, the workplace 
and leisure activities as the sphere in which to work out the 
implications of a genuine relationship with God. 

Yet, within this broader framework, Paul focuses on gospel 
proclamation and support for gospel ministry as the worship 
which is acceptable and pleasing to God. 'The service of the 
gospel ' is not simply the relationship with God made possible 
through the preaching of the message of salvation. The Spirit 
motivates and equips believers for ministry to one another in the 
congregation and for service in the world. Obedience to apostolic 
teaching and apostolic ministry to nurture Christian faith and 
obedience are different aspects of the worship by which Chris
tians are to honour God and express the reality of their relation
ship with him through Jesus Christ.5o This means that evan
gelism and the strengthening of believers emerge again as a 
priority for those concerned to offer to God 'acceptable worship' . 
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192 



PAUL AND THE SERVICE OF THE GOSPEL 

as expressed in non-cultic terms, was to bring about and encourage ' the 
obedience of faith'. This I take to mean 'an obedience motivated by and 
dependent upon faith', if. G. N. Davies, Faith and Obedience in Romans, JSNTS 39 
(Sheffield:JSOT, \990), pp. 28-30. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Serving God in the assembly 
of his people 

There are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and 
there are varieties of service, but the same Lord; and 
there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God 
who activates all of them in everyone. To each is 
given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common 
good (1 Cor. 12:4-7, NRSV) . 

While it is true that every sphere of life provides the Christian 
with the opportunity to glorify and serve God, it would be a 
mistake to think that worship in the Pauline letters is simply 
synonymous with ethics" For one thing, as I have observed, the 
terminology of worship is used quite specifically with reference 
to gospel preaching and the ministries that support gospel work . 
There is a declaratory side to glorifying God and a sacrificial 
service in the cause of the gospel that needs to be highlighted as a 
vital part of the Christian 's 'understanding worship'. This may 
find expression in the congregational gathering or in the context 
of everyday life. 

If it is the logic of Paul's teaching that sacred times and sacred 
places are superseded, it is still valid to ask whether he views 
what Christians do when they gather together as in any way 
different from the service they are to offer God in everyday life. 
We talk about a 'church service' but what do we consider to be 
at the heart of such an event? What is the purpose of Christian 
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assembly in Paul's theology? In what sense do we gather to 
worship God? Are there other, more appropriate New Testa
ment terms that could be used to highlight the nature and 
significance of the meeting of God's people? This chapter con
centrates on passages dealing with congregational ministry and 
seeks to relate them to Paul's teaching about the nature and 
purpose of the church. 

Meeting God when the church gathers 
Paul's single application of the common worship term proskynein 
is in I Corinthians 14:24-25, where he mentions the possibility of 
an unbelieving 'outsider' entering a church gathering when 'all 
prophesy' (RSV) . Such a person may be convicted of sin because 
'the secrets of his heart' may be disclosed. Falling on his face 
(peson epi prosopon), he may 'worship God' (proskynisei to theo) and 
acknowledge his presence among them. The gesture itself is not 
so important but what it represents is crucial. The worship 
described here is an act of submission or unconditional sur
render to God, similar to the spontaneous response of people in 
the Old Testament when confronted by God (e.g. Gn. 24:26-27; 
Ex. 4:31; 34:8). Such language suggests the conversion of the 
unbeliever, thus fulfilling prophecies like Isaiah 45:14, describing 
the coming of the nations to pay homage to Israel's God. 
Although the conversion of an unbeliever in the course of a 
church service is much to be desired, however, evangelism is not 
the primary purpose of the gathering, according to 1 Corinthians 
14. 

The apostle does not use proskynein in connection with the 
regular gathering of God's people for prayer, praise and mutual 
encouragement, but it is logical that such activities should be 
characterized as worship.2 A genuine relationship with God will 
involve ongoing expressions of submission to his character and 
will, in the form of personal and corporate acts of obedience, 
faith, hope and love. Prayer and praise should characterize 
Christian living in every context (e.g. 1 Thes. 5:16-18; Col. 3:17) 
and must, therefore, be at the heart of any corporate engagement 
with God. However, it is misleading to think of church services 
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simply as occasions for worship in the sense of prayer and praise. 
Paul's teaching requires us to recognize also the central import
ance of the concept of edification for the meeting of God's people. 

At a more general level, I Corinthians 14:24-25 suggests that 
God presences himself in a distinctive way in the Christian 
meeting through his word and the operation of his Spirit. Since it 
is prophecy and not evangelistic preaching that brings the 
unbeliever to his knees in this context, it will be helpful to 
consider what that particular ministry involved before discuss
ing other ways by which God might make his presence known 
amongst his people. 

Prophecy in the congregation 
The prophecy flourishing in Corinth and in other congregational 
contexts in New Testament times (if. I Thes. 5:19-22; Rom. 
12:6; I Pet. 4:11) cannot simply be equated with the prophecy of 
Old Testament figures like Isaiah and Jeremiah. The apostles 
appear to be the true heirs of that prophetic mantle, since they 
claim absolute divine authority for their words and call upon 
believers to acknowledge that authority (e.g. I Cor. 14:37-38; 
Gal. 1:11-12; if. 2 Pet. 3:2, 16).3 By contrast, the prophetic 
ministry given to certain members of the Corinthian church 
required assessment and evaluation, which implied the possibil
ity of challenging and even rejecting such contributions (1 Cor. 
14:29; if. I Thes. 5:21-22). This suggests that their prophecy 
did not carry the weight of being actual 'words from the LORD' 

in the Old Testament prophetic sense, yet it was distinguishable 
from other human words in that it was the result of a revela
tion (apokalypsis, 14:30), a prompting of the Spirit of God .4 The 
apostles functioned as foundational prophets, transmitting 
the revelation which was applicable to all the churches, pro
viding the touchstone for assessing all other ministries, and 
subsequently forming the basis of New Testament Scripture. 
The revelation given to the Corinthian prophets was of a dif
ferent character. 

Their ministry was for the 'strengthening, encouragement and 
comfort' (oikodomin kai paraklisin kai pararrrythian) of the local 
church (14:3) . Yet, other verbal ministries, including singing, 
tongues with an interpretation, and teaching, were also meant to 
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have this effect (14:26). What made prophecy distinctive was the 
fact that it was based on spontaneous, God-given 'revelation'. 
Without a revelation or insight from God there could be no 
prophecy. With such insight, the prophet could speak to the 
specific needs of the moment when the congregation gathered; 
needs which otherwise may only have been known to God (if. 
14:25; Rom. 8:26-27}.5 Although prophecy may have involved 
insight into the meaning and application of scriptural texts or 
gospel themes - Paul certainly expected people to learn or be 
instructed by it (14:31) - this does not mean that prophecy was 
simply identical with what we call preaching. 

Christians continue to debate whether the gift of prophecy 
manifested at Corinth is really available to the churches today. 
The charismatic movement has made this a vital issue in many 
places. Whatever conclusion we reach, 1 Corinthians 14 surely 
speaks to us of the value and importance of spontaneous, verbal 
ministries of exhortation, comfort or admonition by congrega
tional members (cJ. 1 Thes. 4:18; 5:11, 14; Eph. 4:15). Such 
mutual ministry is often confined to the home group, or to times 
of personal interaction after church services. Why is it not also 
encouraged in the public gathering of the whole church? Many 
Christian traditions rightly emphasize the need for regular and 
systematic exposition of Scripture and the teaching of 'sound 
doctrine' by those gifted and appointed for this task (if. I Tim. 
4:6, 11 , 13; 5:17; 2 Tim. 2:1-2, 14-15; 4:1-5; Tit. 1:9) .6 If the 
balance of New Testament teaching is to be preserved, however, 
there should be some space for the informal contributions of 
members . 

The word of Christ among his people 
Paul actually expects Christ to be encountered as his people 
share with one another a whole range of verbal ministries in the 
congregational gathering. For example, as they 'sing psalms, 
hymns and spiritual songs' , with gratitude in their hearts to 
God, they will fulfil the apostolic injunction, 'Let the word of 
Christ dwell among you richly' (Col. 3:16; if. Eph. 5:19-20) .7 As 
the gospel or 'the word of Christ' is proclaimed and applied in 
the congregation, so Christ himself makes his character and 
presence known and impresses his will on his people. Clearly, 
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any gospel-based ministry of encouragement or admonition will 
be a means by which Christ engages with his people. This will 
happen when the Scriptures are formally expounded and taught 
or when believers informally exhort one another to live out their 
obedience to the gospel.s The Spirit, who unites believers in a 
common relationsbip with God through faith in Christ, gifts and 
inspires them to be the means by which he continues to confront 
them with his truth (1 Cor. 12:4-13). 

Such texts suggest that, when Christians meet together to 
minister to one another, there is a corporate, spiritual engage
ment with God, in the Holy Spirit, through his words. In this 
connection, it has been rightly observed that, in the Bible as a 
whole, 

words playa peculiarly important role (in contrast to 
primitive worship where the action is dominant and 
the word seems to have little role at all), first because 
faith comes by hearing - the word must be 
proclaimed - and secondly because response in words 
is the specifically human way by which man makes 
known to himself and to others that he has received 
the word.9 

One model for the Christian congregation is Israel gathered at 
Mt Sinai to receive the word of the Lord (Ex. 19 - 24), or 
assembled in Jerusalem to hear the book of the law read by Ezra 
and interpreted by the Levites (Ne. 8 - 9). Yet the profound 
difference in the New Testament view of the Lord's assembly is 
that he comes to his people wherever they are gathered in his 
name and he encounters them through the ministry which he 
enables them to have to one another, as an outworking of the 
promises of the new covenant. We meet with God when we meet 
with one another. 

Further insight into the nature and purpose of the Christian 
gathering can be gained from considering Paul's teaching about 
the church. The key notions of the church as 'the temple of the 
Holy Spirit', God's 'building' and 'the body of Christ' will 
receive particular attention in the following pages and the 
implications for a theology of the gathering will be explored. 
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Thanksgiving, prayer and praise 
Thanksgiving, prayer and praise playa very significant role in 
Paul's letters, as he regularly reports his own personal practice, 
incorporates wish-prayers or expressions of praise at appropriate 
points in his argument, and urges his readers to honour God by 
following his example. Strictly speaking, prayer involves petition 
for one's own needs or intercession on behalf of others. Thanks
giving for Paul means especially expressing gratitude to God for 
his work in the lives of others (e.g . 1 Cor. 1:4-9; Phil. 1:3- 5). 
When he uses the language of praise, his focus is on the divine 
blessings in which he has also shared (e.g. 2 Cor. 1:3-11; Eph. 
1 :3-14) . These elements of Jewish worship, transformed in terms 
of gospel perspectives, were clearly central to the apostle 's view 
of the Christian life. IO By implication, we can learn what should 
characterize these activities in the Christian assembly. 

There is a close connection between thanksgiving and prayer 
in Paul's correspondence. Although he is constantly thankful for 
past blessings and every sign of God's power presently at work in 
the lives of his converts, 'he will permit no satisfaction with 
them, but constantly in every letter exhorts and urges the 
churches to move forward in their Christian life' " J As he gives 
thanks for particular churches, he becomes more and more 
aware of their need for maturity or perseverance in faith , hope 
and love, especially as his thoughts turn to their ultimate 
encounter with God on the day of Christ 's return (e.g. 2 Thes. 
1:1l-12; Phil. 1:9-11; Col. 1:9-14). The praise introductions to 
his letters (e.g. 2 Cor. 1:3- 11; Eph. 1:3- 14) , and the benedictions, 
doxologies and outbursts of praise which occur at significant 
points in his argument (e.g. Rom. 1:25; 1l:36; Eph. 3:20-21) , are 
an invitation to glorify God for who he is and what he has done 
for his people as a whole. 

An important source of words and motifs in Paul's prayers 
was the early Christian preaching. Words such as 'gospel', 'the 
word of God' , 'grace' and 'faith' appear again and again. In one 
way or another, his thanksgivings for the work of God in the lives 
of those addressed are 'causally linked to the gospel or its right 
reception'.J2 Terms applied to the gospel in thanksgiving are 
sometimes then applied with a slight change of meaning to 
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believers, when he tells them how he prays for them (e.g. Col. 1:6, 
10) . Growth to maturity takes place as Christians pray for one 
another in the way that the apostle suggests, asking God to 
supply all the resources they need through the operation of his 
word and his Spirit in their lives (e .g. Eph. 3:14-19; Col. 1:9-14). 

In addition to various general exhortations to pray and give 
thanks (e.g. Rom. 12:12, 14; Eph. 6:18; Phil. 4:4-7; I Thes. 5:16-18), 
Paul also appealed quite specifically for his fellow believers to share 
in the struggle of his apostolic ministry by uniting in prayer for him 
(e.g . Rom. 15:30-32; Eph. 6:19-20; Col. 4:2-4; 2 Thes. 3:1-3). 
This prayer was to involve more than vague generalities. It was 
to be a genuine calling upon God to open 'doors' for the gospel 
and enable his servant to preach without hindrance. 

The gospel message elicits a trust that enables us to approach 
the Father in the name of Jesus with confident requests for 
ourselves and others. Such prayer is an expression of the priv
ileged status of the children of God in the present, which carries 
with it the hope of sharing the glory of God (if. Rom. 8:15-17). 
Petitionary prayer is thus an important means of persevering in 
faith and obedience in the midst of all kinds of testing. 

The church as the temple of the Holy Spirit 

The sanctiry of the local congregation 
In the opening chapters of I Corinthians, the apostle deals with a 
problem of strained relationships in that congregation. Dif
ficulties arose from different evaluations of the ministries of their 
leaders. Describing the way God works through his human 
agents to achieve his purposes for the church, Paul employs an 
agricultural metaphor: 'I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, 
but God made it grow' (3:6-8). The idea that the Corinthians 
are the 'field ' which God is cultivating through his servants then 
gives way to the notion that they are God's 'building' (oikodomi, 
3:9) . With this metaphor goes the perspective that Jesus Christ is 
the 'foundation' and Paul the 'skilled master of works ' (archi
tekton, 3:10),13 who has laid the foundation through his evangelis
tic ministry (if. Rom. 15:20) . The warning which follows is about 
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the way to build a structure on that foundation that will survive 
the test of God's judgment (3:10-15). In effect, Paul is challeng
ing them to go on applying to their corporate life and relation
ships nothing more nor less than the gospel truths and the 
traditions which they received from him. 

With the words 'Do you not know that you are God's temple 
and that God's Spirit dwells in you?' (3:16, RSV) the apostle 
introduces into his argument another important metaphor for 
the church. 14 The building that God is erecting on the founda
tion of Paul's preaching about Jesus is a community of people 
indwelt by the Holy Spirit (if. 2 Cor. 6:16; Eph. 2:21-22) . There 
may be vestiges in the epistles of the belief that Christ himself is 
the new cui tic centre and dwelling-place of God (e.g . Col. 2:9-
10; Eph. 2:20-22; and I Pet. 2:4-8). But by and large the writers 
present the view that Christians in union with Christ fulfil the 
temple ideal. The individual's body is said to be 'a temple of the 
Holy Spirit' in 1 Corinthians 6:19-20,15 but the temple is the 
local congregation in 3: 16-17. As the Spirit creates one body 
(I Cor. 12:13), so he has formed one 'temple' at Corinth. 

The expression naos tou theou marks out the Corinthian church 
as the divine sanctuary where God's Spirit dwells. 16 The imagery 
reflects the Old Testament idea that God was specially present 
in the midst of his people (e.g. Ex. 29:44-46; 33:14-16; Ps. 
114:2). Prophecies about the restoration ofIsraei after the Baby
lonian exile included the promise of the gift of God's Spirit, as 
the means by which he would dwell in or among his people and 
bless them in a new way (e.g. Joel 2:28-32; Is. 44:3-5; Ezk. 
36:27-28; 37:14). The hope ofa new temple, which was another 
way of speaking about the ultimate renewal of God's people, 
finds expression in the reality of the Christian congregation! 

Thus, the New Testament teaches that God's dwelling on 
earth is no special building or sanctuary within a building: it is 
the people of God themselves. We are the temple of the Lord. 
This important perspective is obscured when church buildings 
are treated as 'holy places', when furniture and other objects are 
regarded as sacred, and when architecture and ceremonies sug
gest that God is somehow more present in one part of the 
building than another. Paul would have us transfer ideas of 
reverence and sanctity to the congregation that meets there! I t is 

201 



ENGAGING WITH GOD 

a terrible travesty of New Testament teaching when church 
members are more concerned about bricks and mortar than they 
are about the life and health of the congregation. The people of 
God continue to be the Spirit-filled community when they disperse 
and go about their daily affairs, but their identity as 'the temple of 
the Lord' finds particular expression when they gather together in 
Jesus ' name, to experience his presence and power in their midst. 

The point of the metaphor here is that the Corinthian con
gregation must be wary of defiling and destroying that dwelling
place of God by divisiveness and quarrelling (if. 1:10-17; 3:1-5, 
18-23) . ' If anyone destroys God's temple, God will destroy him; 
for God's temple is sacred, and you are that temple' (3:17). 
Believers must zealously guard the unity created by the Spirit, 
for 'to cause disunity in the church is to desecrate the temple of 
God and desecration of a holy place leads to its destruction'}7 
God's special presence amongst his people is to be acknow
ledged, not by ritual or ceremony, but by the preservation of the 
integrity and vitality of the congregation. This takes place as the 
members do whatever they can to strengthen and maintain its 
life. As we shall see, this is what Paul means by edification. 

If the danger to the church is internal in 1 Corinthians 3, it is 
external when Paul applies the imagery of the temple again in 
2 Corinthians 6:14 - 7:1. After a series of antitheses warning his 
readers against compromise with heathen society, he asserts : 

For we are the temple of the living God. As God has 
said: 'I will live with them and walk among them, 
and I will be their God, and they will be my people.' 

'Therefore come out from them 
and be separate, 

says the Lord . 
Touch no unclean thing, 

and 1 will receive you.' 
'I will be a Father to you 

and you will be my sons and 
daughters, 

says the Lord Almighty.' 
(2 Cor. 6:16-18) 
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The cultic regulations of the Mosaic law, which were intended 
to secure the holiness of God's people by isolating them from 
contact with the heathen, have been abolished in Christ (if. Mk. 
7:14-19; Acts 10:9-15; Eph. 2:14-16) . Yet the separation in 
belief and lifestyle which those regulations sought to achieve is 
still required of Christians. They are not free to engage in 
relationships with unbelievers that compromise their holy 
fellowship with the living God (2 Cor. 6:14-16) .18 

Leviticus 26:12 is combined with Ezekiel 37:27 in this passage 
to make the point that the new temple expectations of the Old 
Testament are fulfilled in the church. Even more so than the 
tabernacle of old, the Christian congregation is God's 'dwelling' , 
and should therefore be 'set apart for its sacred purpose' . 19 The 
separation motif is continued in 2 Corinthians 6:17 with a quote 
from Isaiah 52:11 ('Therefore come out from them and be separ
ate, says the Lord. Touch no unclean thing, and I will receive 
you'). Once again, a text which originally had a cultic meaning, 
being directed to the priests and Levites at the time of the 
Babylonian exile, finds an ethical application in the flow of 
Paul's argument. To this is attached the promise of God to be the 
Father of those who obey his call to holiness (if. Ezk. 20:34,41). 

The passage concludes as it began, with a challenge to live a 
holy and separated life: 'Since we have these promises, dear 
friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that contami
nates body and spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for 
God' (2 Cor. 7:1). Paul uses transformed cultic language to 
indicate that a sanctified lifestyle is the 'worship' appropriate to 
the new temple. Reverence for God is to be expressed by living 
differently from those around us. Paul does not mean that Chris
tians are to withdraw from effective contact with unbelievers (if. 
1 Cor. 5:9-10) . The challenge is to avoid any compromise with 
paganism (if. 2 Cor. 6:16, 'idols'). Wherever we go and whatever 
we do, we need to remember that we belong to the community 
called to reflect God's character and purposes in the world and 
to the world. 

I would conclude, then, that one of the reasons for gathering 
together as God's 'holy temple' is to recall his promises and to 
encourage one another to live out in everyday life that holiness 
which is his gift to us in Jesus Christ (if. I Cor. 1:30). 
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A heavenly entity 
The church that is described as God's temple in Ephesians 2:19-
22 is a heavenly, rather than a local, assembly. Earlier in the 
chapter, the readers are numbered among those whom God has, 
even now, 'raised ... up with Christ and seated ... with him in the 
heavenly realms in Christ Jesus' (2:6; if. Col. 3:1-4; Heb. 12:22-
24). Christian believers have experienced God's power and sal
vation 'in the heavenly realms ... in Christ' (1:3) and are already 
assembled with him there. 2o This gathering includes Gentiles, 
who were previously excluded from citizenship in Israel and 
were 'foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope 
and without God in the world' (2:11). They have now been 
brought near to God 'through the blood of Christ' (2:13) and 
have been given access to the Father by the saving work of Christ 
and the subsequent operation of the Holy Spirit (2:18; if. Rom. 
5:2). Christ is portrayed in verses 14-18 as 'the bringer of cosmic 
peace, the reconciler of heaven and earth as the two parts of the 
divided universe?! for he destroyed the barrier between Jew and 
Gentile by his death and made it possible for both to be recon
ciled to God on the same basis, 'through the cross'. 

Gentile believers are now (literally) 'fellow-citizens with the 
saints and members of God's household', forming a spiritual 
edifice (2:19-20), which is growing into a holy temple in the 
Lord (2:21). Jews and Gentiles have an equal place in this new 
community, being 'built together' (synoikodomtistlu) into 'a dwell
ing-place of God in the Spirit' (2:22, RSV). The notion of growth 
is not specifically linked to that of the temple in the Corinthian 
texts . There the temple appears to be consecrated once and for 
all by the presence of the living God (2 Cor. 6:16) or the Spirit 
(1 Cor. 3:17; 6:19). The figures of the building (oikodomi) and the 
temple (naos), however, are fused in Ephesians 2:19-22 and the 
distinct contribution of each image to the total picture must be 
carefully considered. 'Viewed as the building the church is still 
under construction; viewed as the temple, however, it is an 
inhabited dwelling. '22 

Although, in 1 Corinthians 3:11, Christ alone is the foundation 
of God's building activity, in Ephesians 2:20 the apostles and 
prophets are the foundation and Christ is the 'cornerstone' or 
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'keystone'.23 The Messiah is the one in whom the whole building 
is joined together and grows (2:21; cJ. 4:16). Of course, the 
apostles and prophets are inseparable from the 'preached' 
Christ. They function as the foundation of the edifice because 
they are 'official bearers of the revelation of Christ'. 24 The Mes
siah erects this temple of 'living stones' (cJ. I Pet. 2:4-5) so that 
God may dwell for ever in the midst of his people and manifest 
his glory. 

What is the implication of all this for the local congregation? 
Every Christian gathering may be regarded as an earthly expres
sion of the heavenly church.25 Even now the members of the 
Messiah's community find the reality of God in their midst, in 
their holy fellowship. But this is only an anticipation of the 
ultimate reality, the fellowship of the heavenly city or 'the new 
Jerusalem', which will one day come down 'out of heaven from 
God' (Rev. 21:1-4). In that city the ideal of the temple is fulfilled 
and God's people live in his presence for ever, experiencing the 
blessings of 'a new heaven and a new earth' (Rev. 21:22 - 22:5). 
In the new creation, the Old Testament hope of the nations 
being united in the worship of God is realized (if. Is. 56:6- 7; 
Rev. 7). That too should be anticipated in the gathering of God's 
people on earth. The task of the church is to keep on looking 'up' 
or 'forward', rather than merely looking inward at itself or even 
outward at the world and its needs (cJ. .Col. 3:1-4) . We ought to 
be able to adapt the words of the psalmist and say 'Our feet are 
standing in your gates, 0 Jerusalem' (Ps. 122:2). 

The metaphor of the temple is . used in Ephesians 2 primarily 
for doctrinal instruction, though the teaching of this passage 
forms an important background for the exhortations that follow 
in 4:1-16. There it becomes clear that the spiritual cult of the 
new temple consists in living a life worthy of our calling, par
ticularly being eager to 'keep the unity of the Spirit through the 
bond of peace' (v. 3), 'speaking the truth in love' among the 
people of Christ, so that 'we will in all things grow up into him 
who is the Head, that is, Christ' (v. 15). 
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Edification and the gathering of the church 
Paul regularly uses the terminology of upbuilding or edification, 
rather than the language of worship, to indicate the purpose and 
function of Christian gatherings (e.g. I Cor. 14:3, 4, 5, 12, 17, 26; 
I Thes. 5:11; Eph. 4:11-16). 'Building' terminology is closely 
connected with the idea of the church as the temple of God, but 
it can also be applied without any specifically cultic allusions to 
the work of God in establishing believing communities (e.g. 
I Cor. 3:9-10; Rom. 15:20) . Indeed, the concept of the church as 
the body of Christ sometimes flows together with that of the 
house or the dwelling of God, so that the language of con
struction is linked to that of a living organism (e.g. Eph. 4:12, 16). 

Founding, maintaining and advancing the church 
The verb oikodomein is used outside the New Testament quite 
literally for the building of houses, temples and other structures, 
and figuratively for the establishment of individuals or nations in 
some situation or way oflife.26 In the LXX it regularly translates 
the Hebrew barui. in contexts where either a literal or a figurative 
activity of building may be in view (if. 2 Sa. 7:11-13, where both 
senses are found). Similarly in the New Testament both senses of 
'building' are found in the usage of this verb. The substantive 
oikodomi is common in Koine Greek but not in earlier stages in 
the development of the language. It can refer to the act of 
building (e.g. 2 Cor. 10:8) or to the construction which is the 
result of building (e.g . Mt. 24:1). 

In contemporary English, to say that something was 'edifying' 
usually means that it was personally helpful or encouraging. It is 
easy to misinterpret Paul and to think of edification individu
alistically, meaning the spiritual advancement of individuals 
within the church. This term, however, regularly has a corporate 
reference in the apostle's teaching. As with many other biblical 
concepts, there is a redemptive-historical framework to be 
understood before we can discover what the New Testament is 
saying. Paul's notion has its point of departure primarily in the 
prophetic literature of the Old Testament, where the restoration 
of Israel after the judgment of exile is promised in terms of God 
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building a people for himself (e.g. Je. 24:6; 31:4; 33:7). To 'plant' 
and to 'build' go together: the opposite is to 'tear down' and 
'uproot' Oe. 1:10; 24:6). God does this work by putting his words 
in the mouths of his prophets Oe. 1:9-1O}. Furthermore, he 
promises that ifIsrael's enemies learn the ways of his people and 
swear by his name they shall be 'built up' or 'established' among 
his people Oe. 12:14-17). 

The influence of Jesus' teaching on early Christian thinking in 
this regard must also be considered. The gospels record his use 
of Psalm 118:22-23 as a pointed climax to his parable about the 
vineyard and its tenants ('The stone the builders rejected has 
become the capstone; the Lord has done this, and it is mar
vellous in our eyes'; if. Mt. 21:42-44; Mk. 12:10-11; Lk. 20:17-
18). Jesus implies that his own rejection by the leaders ofIsrael 
will be the means by which God establishes his eschatological 
purposes for Israel and the nations (if. Eph. 2:19-22; I Pet. 2:4-
8). On a different tack, Matthew 16:18 ('you are Peter, and on 
this rock I will build [oikodomiso] my church, and the gates of 
Hades will not overcome it') expresses the notion that the Mes
siah is the one who must build or establish the renewed com
munity of the people of God, rather than being himself 'the 
stone' chosen by God.27 

From Ephesians 4: 7 -11 we learn that the Messiah builds his 
church through the people he provides as apostles, prophets, 
evangelists and pastor-teachers. Priority is given in this context 
to word ministries (cJ. 2:20-22), which are 'to prepare God's 
people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be 
built up' (4:12).28 Just as Jeremiah was told that the message 
given to him by God would be the means of re-establishing Israel 
Oe. 1:9-10; 24:6), so also the church is built through the preach
ing of the gospel. Growth by increase in size would certainly be 
implied by mention of the gifts of apostles and evangelists in 
Ephesians 4:11. Introduction of the body metaphor, however, 
allows also for the idea of the development of the church as an 
organism from within, by means of its own God-given life (espe
ciallyvv.15-16). 

From Romans 15:20 it is clear that oikodomein primarily refers 
to Paul's work of evangelism and church planting. However, the 
use of oikodomi in passages like 2 Corinthians 10:8; 12:19; 13:10, 
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suggests that edification involves also a process of teaching and 
encouragement beyond the initial task of evangelism. It involves 
'founding, maintaining and advancing the congregation', 29 as 
God's eschatological 'building' . 

The church as the bo4J of Christ 
The concept of edification blends with that of the church as the 
body of Christ in Ephesians 4:12-16. In Paul's earlier letters the 
expression 'the body of Christ' is applied to a local congregation. 
Thus, the Corinthians are told 'you are the body of Christ, and 
each one of you is a part of it' (1 Cor. 12:27; if. 10:16-17). As a 
congregation they are not a body of Christ but the body of Christ 
at Corinth. The metaphor is used here particularly to stress the 
relationships and responsibilities of the members of Christ to one 
another. Yet the same passage suggests that the concept of the 
body of Christ may be understood more widely to include all 
those baptized into Christ (12:13).30 

As the concept is developed in Colossians 1:18, 24; 2:19; Ephe
sians 1:22-23; 2:16; 4:15-16, the relationship of the church to 
Christ as its living and exalted 'head' is explored. Although the 
relationship of believers to one another is kept in view, the focus 
is on the dependence of the body on Christ, and on his control 
over them. In such contexts it is clear that the reference is to all 
who are united to Christ by faith. Paul does not spell out the 
connection between this wider concept of the body of Christ and 
the local church. Christians are still 'the body of Christ' when 
they are not meeting, but their special relationship to one 
another and to the Lord finds practical expression when they 
gather together in his name.31 

Much can be made of the body image to stress the importance 
of meeting together for fellowship and mutual ministry. We 
come to give and to receive, and thus to take our part in the 
edification of the church, which is the continuing work of God 
with his people (if. Rom. 14:19-20). But congregational meet
ings should demonstrate both the truths conveyed by the body 
image. Christians are mutually dependent on one another and 
they are collectively dependent on Jesus Christ for life and 
power. We meet together to benefit from the relationships and 
ministries we can share with one another. Yet, in drawing on the 
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resources which Christ himself provides through other believers 
for the growth and development of his body, we are being 
strengthened in our relationship with him. The important con
cept of interacting with one another is not to be divorced from 
the notion that we come together to engage with God. 

According to Ephesians 4:13, the building up of the body of 
Christ is to take place 'until we all come to meet the unifying 
faith and knowledge of the Son of God, the Perfect Man, the 
perfection of the Messiah who is the standard of manhood'.32 
The point of this verse is not to urge us to grow individually, so 
that each becomes a 'perfect man', nor even to suggest that the 
church must grow corporately into the likeness of Christ. The 
ministries given by the ascended Christ to his church (4: 11) are 
designed for the important present activities mentioned in 4:12 
'until' (meekri) the people of God meet their Lord and share in his 
glory (4:13). Perfection is not an ideal to be attained but a reality 
to be met in Christ. Put another way, we may say that the 
purpose of Christian ministry, and therefore the purpose of the 
Christian gathering, is to prepare the saints to meet their Lord. 
All ministry should have this eschatological focus and perspec
tive (if. Col. 1:28-29). 

The argument in Ephesians 4:14-16 leads back from the 
glimpse at eschatological fulfilment to the daily needs of 'the 
migrating church'. 33 Christians often find themselves 'tossed 
back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every 
wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in 
their deceitful scheming' (v. 14). Only by being led away from 
error and established in the truth can the body be sustained and 
reach the goal Christ has set for it (v. 13). In this context, 
'speaking the truth' (alitheuontes, v. 15) must mean more than 
speaking honestly to one another: believers are to speak or to 
confess orthodox doctrine, but always 'in love'. 34 The growth of 
the church 'toward him who is the head' takes place by confess
ing and practising the truth that Christ has revealed. As the 
church has 'received' and 'learned' Christ, so it should 'continue 
to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the 
faith', as taught by the apostles (Col. 2:6-7; if. Eph. 4:20-24). 
In this connection it is interesting to compare 1 Thessalonians 
5:11, where the challenge to 'build each other up' means encour-
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aging one another with the sort of teaching imparted by Paul in 
the preceding paragraphs (4:13 - 5:10). 'Encourage each other 
with these words', he says (4:18). 

The final emphasis of Ephesians 4:14-16 is on the need for 
members of the body of Christ to be 'rightly related to one 
another, each making its own contribution, according to the 
measure of its gifts and function, to the upbuilding of the whole 
in love'. 35 Edification occurs when Christians minister to one 
another in word and deed, seeking to express and encourage a 
Christ-centred faith, hope and love. Pastor-teachers ought to 
encourage and facilitate such mutual -ministry. Clearly this 
ought to take place when the congregation meets together, but 
also as individuals have the opportunity to minister to one 
another in everyday-life situations (if. Rom. 14:19-21; I Cor. 8:1, 
10; 10:23) . It must be stressed again, however, that Paul's prim
ary focus in Ephesians 4 is not on the need for individuals to 
grow to maturity, but for individuals to learn to contribute to the 
life and development of the believing community as a whole. 

The expression eis oikodomin heautou en agape (lit. 'for its own 
upbuilding in love', Eph. 4:16) clearly affirms this corporate 
focus. Yet it is important to note that growth comes from Christ 
(ex hou, v. 16) to enable the whole church to grow up into Christ 
(eis auton, v. 15). The body only upbuilds itself in love because 
Christ is at work joining and holding it together, providing 
sustenance to it 'through every contact, according to the needs of 
each single part'.36 In speaking thus of growth from the head 
towards the head, Paul goes beyond the physiological notions of 
his contemporaries to express novel spiritual truths. In the lan
guage of Ephesians 2:20-22, although the church has been 'built 
(by God) upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets', it is 
far from being a completed house of God. So also the use of the 
body image in Ephesians 4 conveys something of this eschato
logical tension: 

In one sense the body of Christ is already complete: 
it is a true body, not simply part of one. In another 
sense that body is said to grow to perfection, a 
process that will be completed only on the final day. 
The body metaphor reflects the 'already - not yet' 
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tension of the two ages. It is both complete and yet it 
grows. It is a heavenly entity and yet it is an earthly 
reality. And it is both present and future with a 
consummation occurring at the parousia.37 

Ministry when the church gathers 
The terminology of edification occurs more frequently in 1 Cor
inthians 14 than in any other chapter of the New Testament (vv. 
3,4,5,12,17,26) and is clearly significant in the development of 
Paul's argument there about the relative value of prophecy over 
against tongues. As noted in connection with the Acts of the 
Apostles, we cannot simply assume that what the early Chris
tians did when they met together is automatically prescriptive 
for later generations of believers. A number of important theo
logical principles emerge in 1 Corinthians 14, however, that have 
ongoing relevance. 

Although the apostle's main point is to encourage the readers 
to minister effectively to one another as the body of Christ, his 
concern is that even the unbelieving stranger should be able to 
understand what is said, be convinced by it and be converted 
(vv. 22-25). There is no warrant from this text for saying that 
every Christian meeting should be designed fundamentally to 
appeal to unbelievers.38 On the other hand, as the church is 
edified intensively - being strengthened, consolidated, and 
preserved as the community of God's people - it may also be 
edified extensively - being enlarged by the conversion of those 
who may be visiting or invited by Christian friends. 

The gathering in I Corinthians 14 is nothing less than 'the 
whole church', coming together 'at the same place' (v. 23, epi to 
auto). The first issue in the chapter is intelligibility. Being 
'inspired' is not enough: when Christians gather together words 
should convey meaningful truth. The one who speaks in a tongue 
'speaks not to men but to God; for no one understands him, but 
he utters mysteries in the Spirit' (v. 2, RSV). On the other hand, 
he who prophesies speaks to people 'for their upbuilding and 
encouragement and consolation' (vv. 2-3, RSV). Only speech 
that can be understood by others has the potential for building 
up or edifying the congregation. Consequently, the apostle urges 
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the person who speaks in a tongue to 'pray that he may interpret 
what he says' (v. 13) . If there is no-one to interpret, the tongues
speaker should 'keep quiet in the church and speak to himself 
and God' (v. 28). Paul may not be saying that prophecy is the 
greatest of the gifts on some absolute scale, but only that it is 
more important than tongues on the scale of reference adopted. 39 

The tongues-speaker 'edifies himself (v. 4), but the person 
who prophesies 'edifies the church'. Paul does not rebuke the 
tongues-speaker for self-edification as such, but indicates that 
this falls short of the primary goal of Christian assembly (if. vv. 
16-17).40 Individuals intent on edifying themselves may 'seal 
themselves ofT from others and concentrate exclusively on their 
personal experiences'.41 Paul's principle here challenges the 
common assumption that church services should simply be 
designed to facilitate a private communion with God, either by 
spiritual exercises or ritual. He envisages that believers will 
come together for the benefit of one another, drawing on the 
resources of Christ for spiritual growth by the giving and receiv
ing of Spirit-inspired ministries. 

To pursue what is beneficial for the church is to fulfil the 
opening injunction of I Corinthians 14 ('Make love your aim', 
RSV) and to apply the teaching of the previous chapter. In effect, 
the argument here, as in Ephesians 4, is that speaking the truth 
in love is the means by which edification takes place. This 
emphasis is continued in verses 6-19, where the focus is on 
bringing to the congregation 'some revelation or knowledge or 
prophecy or teaching' (v. 6, RSV) . Public praying and singing 
must also be intelligible and consistent with apostolic teaching, 
so that others may be able to say the 'Amen' and be edified (vv. 
16-17). Even though contributions may be rightly motivated 
they may not be beneficial to others . Certain subjective expres
sions of faith can even be a source of embarrassment in a public 
context. Here is an important criterion for assessing the helpful
ness of testimonies, hymns, choruses, and various other elements 
that might go to make up a congregational meeting today. 

I t is interesting to note that Paul speaks again of the individ
ual being edified in verse 17. Although he is concerned that the 
Corinthians should abound in spiritual gifts 'for the building up 
of the church' (v. 12, lit.), it is clear that such edification cannot 
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take place unless individuals are instructed (v. 19) and encour
aged (v. 31). Those who lead church services will rightly desire 
that each person present be moved to faith and repentance by 
what is said and done. The quality of an individual Christian's 
engagement with God will then be reflected in his or her concern 
to enhance the life of the church as a community. 

The very act of ministering the truth to one another should be 
an exercise oflove: only when a church is functioning in this way 
can it be said that it is being edified. For this reason, Paul 
concentrates in verses 26-40 on the manner in which gifts are to 
be exercised in the congregation. This section begins with the 
challenge 'let all things be done for edification' (v. 26, RSV) and 
concludes with the injunction 'let all things be done decently and 
in order' (v. 40, RSV). Order and not disorder will be a sign of the 
Spirit's presence and control, since 'God is not a God of disorder 
but of peace' (v. 33). 

This does not mean that a predictable and rigidly controlled 
order of service will necessarily be more honouring to God. Paul 
simply means that one person may speak at a time and only a 
certain number may reasonably contribute on each occasion. 
Encouraging others to exercise their gifts is an aspect of edifica
tion. Indeed, the majority, including those wishing to contribute, 
should listen in silence and 'weigh what is said' (v. 29, RSV). 

Listening with discernment is also part of the task of edifying the 
congregation, even though it appears to be such a passive role! 
God is not honoured by a free-for-all, in which people seek to 
contribute at any cost, regardless of the effect on others. The aim 
of these and other controls is 'that all may learn and all be 
encouraged' (v. 31 , RSV). 

Concluding remarks on edification 
The apostle regularly, but not exclusively, employs the terminol
ogy of edification to oppose individualism, either in the ethical 
sphere or in the sphere of congregational ministry. Edification is 
first and foremost the work of Christ, 'fashioning the whole life of 
the Church in its members in faith, hope and love' .42 As Chris
tians utilize Christ's gifts, made available through the Spirit, 
they participate in this divine activity and further God's purpose 
for his people collectively. Although the edification of the church 
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is a principle that should govern the thinking and behaviour of 
Christians in all circumstances, Paul normally employs this 
notion with reference to the activities of Christian assembly. 
When Christians gather together to minister to one another the 
truth of God in love, the church is manifested, maintained and 
advanced in God's way. 

The apostle's teaching calls into question the validity and 
helpfulness of much contemporary thinking and practice in rela
tion to church services. Mention has been made of the inap
propriateness of designing our gatherings primarily to facilitate 
private communion with God. This can happen in Catholic, 
evangelical and charismatic traditions alike. Paul would urge us 
to meet in dependency on one another as the vehicles of God's 
grace and to view the well-being and strengthening of the whole 
church as the primary aim of the gathering. There ought to be a 
real engagement with other believers in the context of mutual 
ministry, shared prayer and praise, not simply a friendly chat 
over a cup of coffee after church! 

Again, I Corinthians 14 challenges the tendency of many 
Christian traditions to undervalue spontaneity and variety of 
input in the congregational gathering. Paul expected that mem
bers of the congregation would come with some contribution 
prepared for the occasion or that individuals might be prompted 
by the Spirit to offer prayer or praise or some other ministry 
on the spot. Ephesians 4 certainly indicates the importance 
of pastor-teachers in the equipment of God's people for their 
work of building up the body of Christ, and the pastoral 
epistles highlight the teaching role of those identified as 
leaders in the congregation. However, as noted previously, 
there should be some public opportunity for spontaneous 
and informal ministries as well as for the ordered and pre
pared. 

It is sometimes said that the size of our gatherings or the 
physical context makes it impossible to put such New Testament 
teaching into practice. People who argue this way show little 
imagination or willingness to reassess their traditions, even 
though others in the contemporary scene have found helpful 
solutions to these problems. It may be a matter of finding 
appropriate spots in the regular pattern of Sunday services 
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where contributions can be made. It may be a matter of re
arranging the furniture or encouraging people to gather together 
differently so that those who contribute can be more easily seen 
and heard. 

Of course, it is equally possible to lose the vertical dimension 
and consider the congregational meeting as little more than an 
occasion for human fellowship. The balance of Paul's teaching 
suggests that we view mutual ministry as the context in which to 
engage with God. Edification and worship are different sides of 
the same coin. 

The Lord's Supper at Corinth 

Although the terminology of edification is not used in Paul's 
discussion of 'the Lord's Supper' at Corinth, the issue of edifying 
the church is undoubtedly prominent. Much discussion has 
taken place about the relationship between the gathering in 
1 Corinthians 11 ' to eat' (eis to phagein, v. 33) and the gathering in 
1 Corinthians 14 for the exercise of gifts and ministries . It is true 
that 'nothing in 11: 17 - 34 envisages anything apart from a meal, 
and nothing in chap. 14 envisages a communal or sacramental 
eating'.43 Paul moves quite naturally, however, from discus
sing public praying and prophesying by women in 11:2- 16, 
to the abuses associated with the Lord's Supper (11:17-34, 
'when you come together as a church' , 11:18) , and then again 
to the proper exercise of gifts and ministries in 1 Corinthians 
12 -14 ('when the whole church gathers', 14:23, lit.) . There is no 
compelling reason to deny that Paul is speaking progressively 
about different parts or aspects of the same meetings in these 
chapters. 

The first reference to their communal meal is in the context of 
urging the Corinthians not to attend pagan feasts (1 Cor. 10:14-
22). The unique relationship shared by Christians with their 
Lord, and expressed by eating together in his name, makes any 
association with demon-worshippers at idolatrous feasts an 
impossibility. Those who participate in pagan sacrifices are 
'partners with demons' (koinOnoi ton daimonion, 1 Cor. 10:20, RSV) . 

By implication, those who 'drink the cup of the Lord' and 
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'partake of the table of the Lord' (lO:2l) are partners with Christ 
and express their fellowship with him in the common meal.44 

The third cup at the Passover, for which God was 'blessed' or 
'thanked', was called 'the cup of blessing' .45 It was this cup that 
Jesus interpreted as ' the new covenant in my blood' at the 
conclusion of the Last Supper (if. 1 Cor. 11:25). When Paul 
mentions 'the cup of blessing which we bless' (1 Cor. lO:16, RSV), 

he implies that this technical Jewish expression was used by the 
Corinthian Christians in connection with their fellowship meals, 
suggesting a formal link with the Last Supper. With a form of 
thanksgiving for the work of Jesus, their drinking together was a 
means of demonstrating a 'common participation' (koinonia) in 
'the blood of Christ' - namely 'in the benefits of Christ's pas
sion'.46 The idea of sharing in the benefits of the covenant 
established by Christ in his death meant that they did not 
consider their table to be an altar where sacrifice was taking 
place, but 'a fellowship meal where in the presence of the Spirit 
they were by faith looking back to the singular sacrifice that had 
been made and were thus realizing again its benefits in their 
lives' .47 

'The bread that we break' (1 Cor. lO:16) also recalls the 
language of the Jewish meal (if. Acts 2:46; 20:7, 11; 27:35). 
Eating together, with a focus on Christ's death and its implica
tions for congregational life, is a means of expressing 'a common 
participation in the body of Christ'. To eat the 'one loaf (10:17) 
is to share with others in 'that company which, through its union 
with Christ, has by anticipation entered upon the new age which 
lies beyond the resurrection'.48 A Christian congregation is not 
an ordinary association like a club, where people simply meet 
because of common interests or ideals: it is a gathering that 
arises out of sharing together in the benefits of Christ's saving 
work. If the exercise of gifts and ministries was associated with 
such common meals, that would further express what it meant to 
be the Messiah's community. 

Mention of the cup before the bread in 1 Corinthians lO:16 is 
unusual. Paul's purpose is probably to put the focus on the 
vertical dimension first (the relationship of believers with their 
Lord), before turning to the implications for relationships 
amongst believers. His encouragement to the Corinthians to 
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recognize their unity in the body of Christ as they ate from one 
loaf (1 Cor. 10:17) prepares for the extended argument of 11:17-
34 about divisions in their meetings. These divisions appear to 
have had a social dimension - the 'haves' devouring their own 
supper at the meal and failing to share with the 'have nots' 
(11:21)49 - as well as a theological dimension - not treating one 
another as fellow members of Christ. By humiliating those who 
had nothing, those with plenty to eat and drink were 'despising 
the church of God' (11:22, lit.). 

Their behaviour indicated to the apostle that their gathering 
together as the church was for the worse rather than the better, 
and that it was not, in fact, 'the Lord's Supper' that they were 
eating (11:20)! The noun deipnon ('supper') was used in the 
Hellenistic world for the main meal of the day, usually eaten 
toward evening or at night. The adjective kyriakon ordinarily 
meant 'belonging to the Lord' but may have been understood in 
this context to mean 'in honour of the Lord'.5o As long as 
individuals were preoccupied with consuming their own private 
meals (to idion deipnon, 11:21) when the church gathered, they 
could not possibly be holding a meal in honour of the LordJesus. 

Their coming together 'to eat' (11:33) was for the purpose of 
sharing a real meal and not for a token or symbolic feast. 
However, the technical expressions 'the cup of blessing which we 
bless' and 'the bread that we break' (10:16), in association with 
Paul's reminder about the tradition concerning the Last Supper 
(11:23-25), imply that their common meals were to have a 
special character. In Jewish fashion, they presumably began 
their supper with a thanksgiving in connection with the breaking 
of bread and concluded with a thanksgiving over the shared 
cup. 51 Jesus' teaching and example at the Last Supper should 
have transformed these Jewish customs for them into expressions 
of new covenant theology. In reality, the tradition about the Last 
Supper was not being observed (11:23; if. v. 2), because they 
were not reflecting the true meaning of that meal in their life 
together. There is no ground for saying that some kind of sacra
mental meal was held separately from their regular 'dinner in 
honour of the Lord' . 

In 11:26 Paul asserts that eating the bread and drinking the 
cup is a means of proclaiming the Lord's death until he comes. 
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Christ's sacrifice had made it possible for them to share together 
in the life of the age to come. By their disregard for one another 
they were negating the very point of that death - 'to create a new 
people for his name, in which the old distinctions based on 
human fallenness no longer obtain'.52 The paragraph that 
follows (1l:27 -32) warns them of the dire consequences of con
tinuing to eat and drink 'without discerning the body' (11:29, 
RSV), that is, without recognizing the significance of their 
partnership in the body of Christ. The Corinthians were to 
receive or welcome one another as fellow believers at 'the Lord's 
table' and to satisfy their personal needs at home if necessary 
{vv.33-34).53 

The Lord's Supper, which has so often throughout church 
history been understood as a means of deepening the personal 
communion of believers with their Lord, is clearly meant to focus 
the eyes of the participants on one another as well as on God. We 
do not simply meet to have fellowship with God but to minister 
to one another as we express our common participation in Christ 
as our Saviour and Lord. Any distinction between 'love feast' 
and 'Eucharist', or 'fellowship meal' and 'Holy Communion', is 
artificial from a New Testament point of view. 

Readers should consider again some of the comments made in 
chapter five about the fellowship meals in the Acts of the Apos
tles. The church supper described in 1 Corinthians may have 
been more formal and structured than the daily experiences of 
table-fellowship mentioned in Acts. But Paul is concerned that 
the same sort of commitment to one another as the body of 
Christ should be expressed. It is the 'horizontal' significance 
of the Lord's Supper that is so often played down in contem
porary practice. Many churches need to reassess the way in 
which they celebrate the Supper, to recover something of 
this essential dimension. According to Paul, those who 
disregard their responsibility to welcome and care for fellow 
believers in this context cannot be worshipping or serving God 
acceptably! 
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Conclusion: Worship in church and in the world 

Paul's application of transformed worship terminology to the 
work of Christ, the preaching of the gospel, and the new life
orientation of believers, testifies to the understanding of a new 
kind of worship. 

The New Testament knows no holy persons who 
substitutionally perform the service of God for the 
whole people of God, nor holy places and seasons or 
holy acts, which create a distance between the cultus 
and the life of every day and every place. All 
members of the church have access to God (Rom. 
5:2) and a share in the Holy Spirit; all of life is 
service to God; there is no 'profane' area.54 

This revolutionary use of the terminology of worship with 
reference to a Christ-centred, gospel-serving, life-orientation is 
obscured by the common practice of restricting any talk of 
worship to what is done in church. Furthermore, people who 
emphasize that they are 'going to church to worship God' tend to 
disregard what the New Testament says about the purpose of the 
Christian assembly. If Christians are meant to worship God in 
every sphere of life, it cannot be worship as such that brings 
them to church. 'Corporate worship' may express more accur
ately what is involved, but Paul's emphasis is on coming 
together to participate in the edification of the church. 55 

To put the focus on edification is not to suggest that the 
church service is the one area of the Christian life where we do 
not worship God! The evidence assessed so far suggests that the 
exercise of gifts in any context may be regarded as an expression 
of worship, if the ministries are genuinely for the benefit of others 
and for the glory of God.56 While all ministry must be under
stood as a response to God's grace, and not in any sense a 
cultivation of his favour, ministry to others is an aspect of our 
service or self-giving to God. Moreover, edification is really 
God's work in our midst. 

At the heart of Christian gatherings there should be a concern 
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to proclaim and apply the truths of the gospel, to keep the focus 
on God's gracious initiative, to stimulate and maintain saving 
faith and to elicit appropriate expressions of that faith in the 
assembly and in everyday life. Prayer and praise are clearly 
worship when they are faith responses to the gospel. Even prayer 
and praise, however, must be conducted in church in a way that 
will edify the congregation. They cannot be purely private, God
directed activities when others are present. 

It may be best to speak of congregational worship as a par
ticular expression of the total life-response that is the worship of 
the new covenant. Inasmuch as we meet to encounter Christ in 
one another, for the giving and receiving of ministries and for 
response to such ministries, we meet to worship or engage with 
God. 'However much the "liturgy" must be seen as a spiritual 
worship of God embracing the whole of life (Rom. 12:1, 2), this 
does not alter the fact that the indwelling in and communion of 
Christ with the church have their point of concentration and 
special realization in its unity as assembled congregation.'57 

Church meetings should not be regarded simply as a means to 
an end - a preparation for worship and witness in everyday life -
but as 'the focus-point of that whole wider worship which is the 
continually repeated self-surrender of the Christian in obedience 
of life' .58 The church is at the centre of God's redemptive pur
poses for the universe (cf Eph . 3:10- 11) , the earthly and tem
poral anticipation of the fellowship of the new creation, where 
God will be served without compromise or hindrance (Rev. 7:15; 
22:3) . Ministry exercised in love amongst the people of God is a 
sign of the Spirit's transforming power already at work in those 
who believe. Ministry exercised for the building up of the body of 
Christ is a significant way of worshipping and glorifying God. 

Those who regularly measure the value of what takes place in 
church in terms of its impact on their own spiritual growth and 
development need to recover Paul's perspective. Nevertheless, if 
the focus of the meeting is on the edification of the church, this 
should enable God's people individually to engage with him 
afresh and to offer themselves to him in the way that he requires 
and himself makes possible through the Holy Spirit. Thus, the 
'vertical' and the 'horizontal ' dimensions of what takes place 
should not be artificially separated. One part of the meeting 
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cannot be 'the worship time' (e.g. prayer and praise) and another 
part 'the edification time' (e.g. preaching), since Paul's teaching 
encourages us to view the same activities from both points of 
Vlew. 

God ministers to us ... 

. . . as we minister 
to one another 

When the church gathers 

The God-directed ministry of prayer or praise and the notion 
of edification are intimately linked in the New Testament (e.g. 
Col. 3:16; Eph. 5:19) . Even 'psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs' (RSV), which are expressions of faith and thankfulness to 
God, are to be considered simultaneously as the means of teach
ing and admonishing one another. This does not mean that 
prayer or praise is a means to an end, namely edification. We 
worship God because of who he is and because of his grace 
towards us. Participating in the edification of the church, how
ever, is an important expression of our devotion and service to 
God. 
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Notes 
I This could be concluded from the statement ofE. Kasemann ('Worship and 
Everyday Life' , p. 191) that 'Sacred times and places are superseded by the 
eschatological public activity of those who at all times and in all places stand 
" before the face of Christ" and from this position before God make the 
everyday round of so-called secular life into the arena of the unlimited and 
unceasing glorification of the divine will. At this point the doctrines of worship 
and Christian " ethics" converge.' 
2 Bending the knee to God is a figure for prayer in Eph. 3:14 (cJ. Acts 7:60; 
9:4<>; 20:36), but proskynein is never used in the New Testament with specific 
reference to prayer. H. Greeven (TDNT6. 765) goes beyond the evidence when 
he suggests that ' proskynesis demands visible majesty before which the wor
shipper bows'. 
3 Cj W. A. Grudem, TM Gift of PropMcy in 1 Corinthians (Lanham/New York/ 
London: University Press of America, 1982), pp. 43-54. Note the critique of 
Grudem's argument by D. A. Carson, Showing tM Spirit: A TMological Exposition 
of 1 Corinthians 12 -/4 (Grand Rapids: Baker; Homebush West: Lancer, 1988), 
pp. 91-IOO, 160-165. 
4 W. A. Grudem, TM Gift of PropMCY, pp. 54-73. Grudem argues that the sort 
of revelation given to these 'prophets' only gives 'a kind of divine authority of 
general content'. M. M. B. Turner ('Spiritual Gifts Then and Now' , pp. 15-16) 
sees rather 'a spectrum of authority of charisma' in the NT, 'extending from 
apostolic speech and prophecy (backed by apostolic commission) at one 
extreme, to vague and barely profitable attempts at oracular speech such as 
brought " prophecy" as a whole into question at Thessalonika (I Thes. 5:19f) at 
the other'. 
5 W. A. Grudem, TM Gift of PropMCY, pp. 184-185. D. Hill, 'Christian Prophets 
as Teachers or Instructors in the Church', in] . Panagopoulos (ed.) , PropMtic 
Vocation in tM New Testament and Today (Leiden: Brill, 1977) , pp. 122-123, 127-
128, does not distinguish prophecy from teaching as sharply as Grudem and 
Turner do. 
6 Something of the synagogue pattern may be reflected in the injunction to 
Timothy to attend to the public reading of Scripture, to preaching (Ii paraklisei) 
and to teaching (Ii didaskalia , I Tim. 4:13) and in the guidelines for public 
prayer in I Tim. 2:1-8. 
7 The lengthy clause in Col. 3:16 beginning with the words en past sophia 
didMkontes kai noutMtountes Mautous gives a definition ofthe way in which they are 
to let the word of Christ dwell richly in their midst (so NIV, 'as you teach and 
admonish one another with all wisdom . .. ', against RSV). Ho logos tou Christou is 
probably 'the message that centres on Christ', though it is possible to read the 
genitive to mean that it is the word spoken by Christ. En ~in is best taken in 
the context as a reference to Christ's presence amongst his people as they 
minister to one another. Cj P. T. O'Brien, Colossians, Philemon, WBC 44 (Waco: 
Word, 1982) , pp. 206-210. 
8 I have explored different aspects of New Testament teaching about the 
ministry ofparaklisis in P. T. O'Brien and D. G. Peterson (eds.), God who is Rich 
in Mercy (Homebush West: Lancer; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1986), pp. 235-253. 
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Note also what was said in the last two chapters about the significance of 
preaching Christ. 
9 J. D. Crichton, 'A Theology of Worship', in C.Jo.nes, G. Wainwright and E. 
Yarnold (eds.), The Study of Liturgy (London: SPCK, 1978), p. 10. 
10 Cf D. G. Peterson, 'Prayer in the Writings of Paul', in D. A. Carson (ed.), 
Teach us to Pray: Prayer in the Bible and in the Church (Grand Rapids: Baker; 
Exeter: Paternoster, 1990), pp. 84-101 . 
II G. P. Wiles, Paul 's Intercessory Prayers, p. 167. 
12 Cf P. T. O'Brien, 'Thanksgiving and the Gospel in Paul', NTS 21,1974-75, 
p. 150. 
13 Translation of C. K. Barrett (A Commmtary on the First Epistle to the Cor
inthians, BNTC, London: Black, 21971 , p. 86), based on the observation that in 
Plato (Statesman 259E, 260A) an architelctim contributes knowledge, not manual 
labour, but also assigns their task to individual workmen. 
14 The implication of 'Do you not know .. .' (1 Cor. 3:16) may be that such 
teaching was already familiar to the Corinthians. 
15 R.J . McKelvey (The New Temple, p. 104) rightly notes that Paul differs from 
the teaching of Philo and the Stoics in this respect by making the Christian 
community, not the individual his starting point, by his focus on the human 
body as the sphere of God's indwelling, and by introducing the note of 
redemption (6:19-20), indicating that God's indwelling is the result of his 
gracious, saving work in Jesus Christ. Cf his discussion of the Jewish back
ground of Paul's teaching (pp. 120-123) and R. Corriveau, The Liturgy of Lift, 
pp. 64-72. 
16 In the LXX, but not necessarily in Greek usage more generally, naos refers to 
the sanctuary as the place where God dwells, whereas hilron refers to the whole 
temple complex (including the sanctuary) . Cf O . Michel TDNT4. 880-890. 
17 R. J . McKelvey, The New Temple, p. 101. Cf R. Y. K. Fung, 'Some Pauline 
Pictures of the Church', EQ53, 1981, p. 101, and G. D. Fee, The First Epistle to the 
Corinthians, pp. 147-150. 
18 Critical issues, such as the origin of this passage and its relation to the 
surrounding context in 2 Corinthians, are helpfully analysed by V. P. Furnish, 
II Corinthians, AB 32A (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1984) , pp. 367-383. The 
warning against being 'yoked together with unbelievers' cannot refer to 
involvement with Paul's opponents. Against Furnish, there is some support in 
the immediate context for the view that Paul is warning against involvement in 
pagan idolatries (vv. 15-16) . Cf C. K. Barrett, The Second Epistle to the Cor
inthians, BNTC (London: Black, 1973; San Francisco: Harper, 1974) , pp. 195-
199. 
19 R. J. McKelvey, The New Temple, p. 94. He observes that the addition of the 
words enoikiso en autois ('I will live in/among them') means that 'God no longer 
dwells with his people in a sanctuary which they make for him; he dwells in 
them, and they are his temple' (p. 95). 
20 Cf M. Barth, Ephesians J - 3, AB 34 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1974) , 
p. 238. His extended note on this verse is very helpful (pp. 236-238) . The 
Pauline origin of Ephesians is well argued by Barth (pp. 36-50) and will be 
assumed in my discussion of the letter. 
21 A. T. Lincoln, Paradise Now and Not Yet, SNTSMS 43 (Cambridge, London, 
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New York and Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1981), p. 150. He goes 
on to argue that sympolitai tOn hagiim means 'fellow-citizens of the angels ' (rather 
than fellow-citizens with Jewish Christians) . If this is correct, the notion of the 
church as a heavenly assembly is further strengthened. 
22 R. J . McKelvey, The New Temple, p. II 7. Contrast R. Corriveau, The Liturgy 
of Life, p. 189. In reality he takes this to be a way of describing the growth 
which is that of the Christian life, reading Eph. 4:15-16 in individualistic 
terms. 
23 The debate continues about the meaning of akrogimiaios. R. J. McKelvey 
(The New Temple , pp. 195-204) and W. A. Grudem (The Gift of Prophecy, pp. 85-
87) defend the view that Christ is the cornerstone, meaning the primary stone 
of the foundation . J . Jeremias (TDNT I. 792; 4. 275) and A. T . Lincoln 
(Paradise Now and Not Yet, pp. 152-154) are proponents of the view that Christ is 
the top or final stone which holds together the building. The latter view is 
certainly appropriate to the emphasis of Ephesians on the role of the exalted 
Christ in relation to the church (cj. 1:22-23; 4:7-16) . 
24 R. Corriveau, The Liturgy of Life, p. 188, taking the prophets as another way 
of referring to the apostles . W. A. Grudem (The Gift of Prophecy, pp. 93-101) 
also argues that the reference is to ' the apostles who are also prophets'. Against 
this view see F. F. Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon and to the 
Ephesians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984) , pp. 304, 315 n. 29. 
25 Cf P. T. O'Brien, 'The Church as a Heavenly and Eschatological Entity', in 
D. A. Carson (ed.), The Church in the Bible and the World (Exeter: Paternoster, 
1987), p. 116. He rightly argues that the New Testament rules out the view of 
the local church as simply a 'part' of some universal or heavenly reality. Cf 
also R. J . Banks, Paul's Idea of Community, pp. 51-60. 
26 Cf P. Vielhauer, Oikodomi. Aufsiitze zum Neum Testament Band 2, The
ologische Biichere, Neues Testament Band 35 (Munich: Kaiser Verlag, 1979), 
pp. 4-52, and O . Michel, TDNT 5. 137-138. 
27 On the authenticity of this text and its meaning in the context of Matthew's 
Gospel cj. D. A. Carson, 'Matthew', pp. 366-370. 
28 M. Barth, Ephesians 4 - 6, p. 439, notes that the noun katartismos ('prepara
tion' ), which occurs only here in the NT, describes 'the dynamic act by which 
persons and things are properly conditioned'. Pastor-teachers in particular 
have the task of preparing God's people for their work of service (on the 
punctuation and structure of this verse cj. his Comment VI , pp. 477-484). 
29 P. Vielhauer, Oikodomi, p. 72. Cf H. Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of his 
Theology (ET, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), pp. 429-438, where the point is 
similarly made that edification involves both the increase and the consolidation 
of the church. 
30 Many commentators consider that when Paul wrote to the Christians in 
Rome they were scattered throughout that city in various house churches, 
rather than being members of a single congregation (cj. Rom. 16:3-16) . Conse
quently, the body metaphor in Rom. 12:4-5 might have reference to relation
ships and ministries within and between diverse groups of Christians in the one 
city. 
31 Perhaps there is a parallel here with the notion of the church as a temple: the 
body of Christ is a heavenly reality, with particular local manifestations. Cf 
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P. T . O'Brien, 'The Church as a Heavenly and Eschatological Entity' , pp. 106-
107, 112. 

32 Translation of M. Barth, Ephesians 4 - 6, pp. 4-W-441. He argues that one 
goal is described by three parallel expressions beginning with tis. The verb 
katantaO implies movement towards an object (cJ. I Cor. 14:36) and may suggest 
in this context a 'solemn meeting' with Christ at his second coming, when the 
church will be conformed to his glory (cJ. Eph. 5:27; Phil. 3:20-21; Rom. 8:29-
30; Col. 3:4) . Cj his Comment VII. 
33 M. Barth, Ephesians 4 - 6, p. 441. He rightly observes that vv. 14-16 form the 
second halfofa long sentence running from v. II. The dependent clause in v. 13 
describes the goal towards which the church is moving and the second depend
ent clause in vv. 14-16 puts the focus back on present responsibilities. 
34 M. Barth (Ephesians 4 - 6, p. 444) rightly observes: 'the passage calls for the 
right confession and it urges the whole church and all its members to be a 
confeSsing church' . Nevertheless, Eph. 4:19, with its emphasis on the right 
choice of language suggests that everyday conversation amongst believers can 
also be the means of building up one another in Christ. 
35 R. Y. K. Fung, 'Some Pauline Pictures of the Church', pp. 95-96. Cj 
H. Ridderbos, Paul, pp. 432-438. 
36 This translation by M. Barth is justified by his detailed analysis of the key 
words in this text and their relationship to each other (Ephesians 4 - 6, pp. 447-
450). 
37 P. T . O'Brien, 'The Church as a Heavenly and Eschatological Entity' , 
p. Ill. 
38 W. Richardson ('Liturgical Order and Glossalalia in I Corinthians 14. 26c-
33a', NTS 32, 1986, p. 147) overstates his case when he argues that 'Paul's 
over-riding concern in chapter 14 is that of missionary witness'. So also 
E. Schweizer, Church Order in the New Testament, p. 226. 
39 Cj D. A. Carson, Showing the Spirit, pp. 100-101. 
40 So W. Richardson, 'Liturgical Order and Glossalalia' , p. 147. Contra 
E. Schweizer ('The Service of Worship', Interpretation 13, 1959, p. 404), who 
overstates his case by arguing that ' Paul never speaks of edifying oneself; he 
always means edifying the congregation. ' 
41 R. P. Martin, The Spirit and the Congregation (Eerdmans: Grand Rapids, 1984) , 
p. 70. Martin incorrectly concludes that Paul's concession here opposes any 
concentration on personal experiences. It is the chapter as a whole that leads to 
Martin's conclusion. 
42 G. Delling, Worship in the New Testament (ET, London: Darton, Longman and 
Todd, 1962), p. 40. 
43 J. D. G. Dunn, 'The Responsible Congreg;ltion (I Cor. 14:26-40)" in 
P. Benoit et al (eds.), Charisma und Agape (J Kor 12-14) (Rome: St Paul vor den 
Mauern, 1983) , p. 213. Dunn rightly challenges Cullmann's view that in the 
New Testament the Lord's Supper was 'the basis and goal of every gathering'. 
Cj O. Cullmann, &rty ChristitJn Worship, SBT 10 (ET, London: SCM, 1953), 
p. 29. 
44 At the Supper, 'the participants have fellowship with God as their host 
because it is his table and he provides the spiritual blessings (cJ. I Cor. 10:4) . 
But this communion with God is not the same thing as participation in the 
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body and blood of Jesus, and it is not achieved through eating bread and 
drinking wine in the sense that we somehow partake of Christ or God in so doing' 
(I. H. Marshall, lAst Supper and Lord's Supper, Exeter: Paternoster, 1980, p. 123) . 
45 J.Jeremias, Eucluzristic Words, pp. 86-88. H . W. Beyer (TDNT2. 760) gives 
some evidence for the more general use of the expression 'the cup of blessing' 
with reference to the final cup at any Jewish meal. 
46 C . K. Barrett, First Corinthians, p. 232. He suggests that koinOnia must be 
translated 'common participation' to bring out its true meaning. 
47 G . D. Fee, First Corinthians, p. 468. 
48 C . K. Barrett, First Corinthians, p. 233. It is possible that Paul intended a 
double reference to the crucified body of Christ and the body of his people, 
without confusing those entities. Cf J. A. T . Robinson, The Body: A Study in 
Pauline Theology, SBT 5 (London: SCM, 1952; Philadelphia: Westminster, 
1977), p. 478. 
49 Cf B. W. Winter, 'The Lord's Supper at Corinth: An Alternative Recon
struction', RTR 37,1978, pp. 73-82, for the argument that the division was not 
so much between rich and poor as between 'the secure' (those guaranteed 
security, and thus food, by reason of membership of a household) and 'the 
insecure' (those who had no protection from a patron) in the social structure of 
Roman Corinth. For further discussion of various sociological factors that have 
been suggested cJ. G. D. Fee, First Corinthians, pp. 533-534, 540-541 (and 
references) . 
50 Cf G. D. Fee, First Corinthians, pp. 539-540. The holding of a deipnon in 
honour ofa god was common in the Greco-Roman world (ifJ. Behm, TDNT 
12.34-35) . 
51 J . Jeremias (Eucluzristic Words, pp. 49-50) points out that, at the Passover, 
the blessing and distribution of the bread came during the meal (cJ. Mk. 14:18-
22; Lk. 22: 17 -19), after the liturgy expressing the meaning of the ritual. 
Against the common assumption that there was an ordinary meal at Corinth 
and then the formal 'Lord's Supper', if G. Theissen, The SociaL Setting of Pauline 
Christianity: Essays on Corinth (ET, Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982), pp. 152-153. 
52 G. D. Fee, First Corinthians, p. 557. Cf his helpful discussion of what Paul 
means by 'not recognizing the body' (pp. 562-564). 
53 The verb ekdechomai in 11 :33 carries its primary meaning of 'receive' here, 
which it often does in the context of hospitality (hence, 'welcome' or 'enter
tain' ). NIV 'wait for each other' would normally be conveyed byapekdeclzomai. 
Cf G. D. Fee, First Corinthians, pp. 567-568 and B. W. Winter, 'The Lord's 
Supper', pp. 79-80. 
54 H . Ridderbos, Paul, p. 481. 
55 R.J. Banks (Paul's Idea oj Community, p. 92) overstates the case when he says 
that it cannot be worship as such but edification that 'marks off their coming 
together from everything else that they are doing' . This ignores the fact that 
edification also takes place outside the assembly and that, from one point of 
view, the purpose of the assembly is also worship. 
56 I. H. Marshall ('How far did the early Christians worship God?', Church
man 99 (1985), pp. 226-229) does not take adequate account of this, restricting 
the notion of worship to response, in order to avoid any suggestion that we can 
benefit God by what we do in church. 
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57 H . Ridderbos, Paul, p. 486. 
58 C . E. B. Cranfield, Romans II , p. 602. Against Kasemann, he insists on 
talking about 'a Christian cultic worship', without explaining or justifying the 
use of such terminology. Whether it is valid or helpful to describe the activities 
of Christian assembly as 'cuI tic' , in view of Paul's radical transformation of 
cultic concepts, must be argued, not assumed . 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

The book of Hebrews and 
the worship of Jesus 

In the whole New Testament there is but one cult, 
one priesthood, namely that rendered by Jesus Christ 
himself to his church, which flows over from it to the 
world .) 

Hebrews presents the most complete and fully integrated theol
ogy of worship in the New Testament. All the important categ
ories of Old Testament thinking on this subject - sanctuary, 
sacrifice, altar, priesthood and covenant - are taken up and 
related to the person and work of Jesus Christ . More than any 
other New Testament document, Hebrews makes it clear that 
the inauguration of the new covenant by Jesus means the fulfil
ment and replacement of the whole pattern of approach to God 
established under the Mosaic covenant. The writer proclaims 
the end of that earthly cult, by expounding Christ's work as the 
ultimate, heavenly cult. 

The idea that Jesus' life was the expression of perfect worship, 
culminating in his sacrificial death for others, has already been 
noted in the gospels and the writings of Paul. More fully than in 
any of these other sources, the ministry of Christ - past, present 
and future - is portrayed in Hebrews as the only basis on which 
we can relate to God and offer him acceptable worship. What 
others mention briefly, Hebrews makes central to its message. 

Cultic imagery is used to stress the immediate benefits avail-
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able to those who draw near to God through Jesus Christ and to 
indicate the response we should make to the gospel in our 
everyday lives. Paradoxically, however, Christians are liberated 
from cultic obligations in any earthly sense, to serve God in a 
new way. As Hebrews interprets the work of Christ and the 
response of believers, it develops a theology of the congre
gational gathering that has much in common with the teaching 
of Paul. 

The definitive worship of Jesus 
A first hint of the writer's cultic viewpoint is presented in 1:3, 
where it is briefly mentioned that the Son of God 'made purifica
tion for sins' (RSV) . This expression portrays humanity's funda
mental problem as defilement due to sin, recalling the 
perspective of Leviticus. Jesus has provided the purification 
necessary to enable those corrupted and stained by sin to 
draw near to God in his awesome holiness. However, the high
priestly dimension of Christ's work is not made explicit until we 
are told that he had to become 'a merciful and faithful high 
priest in service to God' , so that he might 'make atonement for 
the sins of the people' (eis to hilaskesthai tas hamartias tou laou, 
2:17). 

Jesus as high priest 
The role of the high priest on the Day of Atonement was to deal 
with the problem of sin by means of the appropriate rites and 
thereby to remove from the Israelite community what provoked 
God's anger (if. Lv. 16). This annual ministry, which was a 
central feature of the Old Testament cult, is one of several 
inspirations for our writer's portrait of the priesthood of Christ 
(e.g . Heb. 9:11-12, 23-28; 10:1-10). In Hebrews it is clear that 
the blood or death of Jesus is what actually removes sin and 
makes it possible for sinners to draw near to God (e.g. 9:12- 14, 
15-22; 10:19, 29; 12:24; 13:12). Yet it is because he offered himself 
as a perfectly obedient and unblemished sacrifice to God that 
his death has atoning significance (if. 5:7-9; 7:27; 9:14, 28) .2 
The perfection of his sacrifice makes it possible for him to 
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enter heaven itself, 'now to appear for us in God's presence' 
(9:24). 

The victim is the priest himself and this unity of the priest and 
the sacrifice brings the Mosaic cult to an end because its ideal 
has been fulfilled inJesus (if. 10:5-14). Hebrews regularly insists 
on the unique and unrepeatable character of Jesus' sacrifice (if. 
7:27; 9:24-28; 10:10, 12, 14), using expressions like 'once for all' 
([eph]apax), to emphasize the contrast with the numerous and 
repeated offerings prescribed in the Old Testament. These 
included the daily offerings as well as the annual rituals. It is 
important to note, however, that Jesus fulfilled the functions of 
the Old Testament priesthood as the priest of another order. 

Our writer sees Psalm 110:4 as a prophecy of the unique 
priesthood of the Messiah ('The Lord has sworn and will not 
change his mind: "You are a priest for ever, in the order of 
Melchizedek" ' ). This text is used to establish Jesus' calling by 
God to priesthood (Heb. 5:4-6), and to counter the objection 
that he was descended from Judah, rather than the priestly tribe 
of Levi (7:11-19). Moreover, it is the basis for asserting that his 
is an eternal and heavenly priesthood, guaranteed by God's 
oath, transcending and replacing the levi tical priesthood of the 
Old Testament (7 :20-25) . 

As the messianic or eschatological priest, who reigns at God's 
right hand, Jesus is 'able to save completely those who come to 
God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them' 
(7:25; if. Rom. 8:34; I In. 2:1- 2). With this assurance, the 
practical implication of the complex argumentation in Hebrews 
7 becomes clear. The image of the heavenly intercessor is used to 
portray Christ's willingness and ability to go on applying the 
benefits of his once-for-all sacrifice to believers, in the midst of all 
their trials and temptations (if. 4:14-16; 1O:19-22}.3 Such 
encouragements were particularly necessary for those readers 
tempted to drift from Christ and the fellowship of his people (e.g . 
2:1 ; 3:7 - 4:11; 10:24-39). 

Mediator of the new covenant 
The exposition of Christ's heavenly priesthood in Hebrews 7 
leads into the portrayal of his work as a sacrificial liturgy per
formed with reference to the heavenly sanctuary in Hebrews 
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8 - lO. jesus is a 'minister' (leitourgos) of 'the sanctuary, the true 
tabernacle, set up by the Lord, not by man' (8:2). As such, his 
'ministry' (leitourgia) is superior to that of earthly priests (8:6) , 
since they serve (latreuousin) only 'at a sanctuary that is a copy 
and shadow of what is in heaven' (8:5; if. 9:24; lO:I) . This is said 
to have been indicated by the command in Exodus 25:40 for 
Moses to construct the earthly tabernacle according to the pat
tern given to him by God .4 The point of the contrast is that 
jewish priests served in a God-ordained, but humanly con
structed sanctuary. In this ministry they only foreshadowed the 
definitive priestly work of Jesus Christ, in his death and exalta
tion to the very presence of God. Now that the ultimate priestly 
liturgy has been performed, there is no place for the operation of 
any human priesthood in an earthly sanctuary. 

The priestly ministry of jesus is superior because it involved 
the offering of himself as a perfect sacrifice to God (7:26-27) and 
because it inaugurates the new covenant, which is 'founded on 
better promises' (8:6) . The prophecy of Jeremiah 31 :31 - 34, 
which is cited fully in Hebrews 8:8-12 and then in an abbrevi
ated form in Hebrews lO:16-17, is the controlling text in the 
argument of chapters 8 - lO.5 In between these two citations the 
writer proclaims that the heavenly eschatological 'cult' effected 
by Jesus ' death and exaltation to the right hand of God is the 
means by which Jeremiah 's prophecy has been fulfilled . Under
standing this, we may discover the ultimate purpose and 
application of the writer's cultic argument in this central section. 

Although jeremiah 31:31-34 says nothing about a new priest
hood or a transformation of the worship of God's people, it is 
clear that the final and foundational promise of that prophecy 
implies some definitive act on God's part to deal with the prob
lem of Israel's sin ('For I will forgive their wickedness and will 
remember their sins no more', je. 31:34). Because of what Christ 
has achieved, the Old Testament system of approach has been 
'set aside' and a new basis of relationship with God has been 
established (Heb. lO:9-14; if. 8:13) . Even before that prophecy 
comes into focus, it is stated that a change of priesthood necessi
tates 'a change of the law' (7:12) and this implies a new cov
enant. 

With a single sacrifice for sins, Christ has removed the neces-
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sity for the old covenant sacrificial system, providing the final 
and decisive forgiveness of which Jeremiah spoke (10:17-18). By 
this means also he has consecrated believers to God in the 
relationship of heart-obedience envisaged by Jeremiah (9:14; 
10:10, 22), cleansing from sin at the level of the conscience. 
Moreover, his death has made it possible for those who are 
called to receive 'the promised eternal inheritance' (9:15), which 
is later described as 'the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the 
living God' (12:22-24), or 'the city that is to come' (13:14). In 
other words, the sacrifice of Christ inaugurates all the blessings 
of the messianic era envisaged in the prophetic literature. 

In line with Old Testament thinking, the writer understands 
covenant, worship and the enjoyment of a God-given inheritance 
to be inextricably linked together. When it is affirmed that 
Christ has 'made perfect for ever' those who are being sanctified 
(10: 14, teteleioken eis to diinekes) , the meaning is that he has 
achieved all that is necessary for believers to enjoy in the present 
the benefits of a direct and personal relationship with God and to 
share the glory of his eternal kingdom.6 

The 'cult' of the new covenant 
A detailed exposition of the work of Christ in cultic terms begins 
in Hebrews 9, with various assertions about the limitations of the 
old levitical system (vv. 1-10) . The writer first stresses the 
earthly nature of the Mosaic sanctuary and its furniture (vv. 2-
5), suggesting its insufficiency as a means of relating to God . As 
a preparation for the argument to follow, he brings out as 
strongly as possible the distinction and independent significance 
of the two chambers in the tabernacle, 'the Holy Place' and ' the 
Most Holy Place' . 

Worship by means of such a sanctuary is then shown to be 
inadequate on several grounds (vv. 6-10). The system allowed 
the people to approach God, but only through their representat
ives the priests (v. 6). The ritual of the Day of Atonement 
stressed that only the high priest could enter the inner sanctuary, 
symbolic of the actual presence of God, and there but once a 
year, with the appropriate sacrificial blood (v. 7). The very 
existence of such a sanctuary, with its two divisions and rigid 
regulations, witnessed constantly to the possibility of drawing 
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near to God, but only on his terms. The worshipper 'could not 
penetrate to that innermost sanctuary to which he necessarily 
looked, and from which blessing flowed'.7 

In view of the law's fulfilment in Christ, the writer claims 
special insight from the Holy Spirit into the meaning and pur
pose of these provisions (vv. 8- 9a) . As long as the 'outer tent' 
(RSV) or first tent, continued to have the status of a sanctuary, 
'the way into the Most Holy Place' remained unrevealed. At a 
literal level, of course, the outer tent obscured the way into the 
second tent. The way into the true, heavenly sanctuary, how
ever, has now been disclosed and opened by Jesus in his death 
and heavenly exaltation (vv. 11-12). So, at a symbolic level, the 
outer tent represents the whole system of Jewish worship, which 
actually stood in the way of direct and permanent access to 
God.8 

The writer stresses elsewhere that the Old Testament cult 
functioned as an anticipation or 'shadow of the good things to 
come' (10:1 , RSV; if. 8:5). The implication of9:8-9a, however, is 
that God has only made its anticipatory function clear in New 
Testament times. The cult enabled Israel to draw near to God in 
a limited sense, but its strengths and weaknesses have really only 
come to light with its fulfilment in Christ. 

A particular weakness of the old covenant is then emphasized 
(9:9b) . In the worship of the earthly sanctuary, gifts and sacri
fices were offered which were literally not able 'to perfect the 
worshipper with respect to conscience' (kata syneidisin teleiosai ton 
latreuonta). 'Conscience' is a rare term in the LXX but was coming 
into common use in Greek literature in the first century BC .9 

Hebrews is fundamentally concerned with conscience as a regis
ter of our guilt before God. The writer insists that the Jewish cult 
left the participants with 'a consciousness of sins' (10:2, lit. : 
syneidisin hamartion) , because it did not provide a definitive 
cleansing from sin. This failure is explained in terms of the 
external operation of the Mosaic cultus (9:10). Food laws, liba
tions to accompany sacrifices, various rites for bodily cleansing 
and the sacrifices themselves are all described as 'external regu
lations' (dikaiomata sarkos). This whole earth-bound system was 
only a temporary provision in the outworking of God's plans, 
being in force 'until the time of the new order'. 
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Against this background, the efficacy of Christ's high-priestly 
work is expounded (9: 11-28). As 'high priest of the good things 
that are already here' (9:11) ,10 Jesus Christ instituted 'the time of 
the new order' (9:10). His achievement is described in an 
extended comparison with the task of Jewish high priests on 
atonement day. The sphere of his ministry is superior because he 
went through 'the greater and more perfect tabernacle that is not 
man-made, that is to say, not a part of this creation' . Instead of 
passing through an earthly tent to fulfil his ministry, Christ 
passed through various heavenly realms (if. 4:14; 7:26) to enter 
' the Most Holy Place' (9:12), which is later identified as 'heaven 
itself , the actual dwelling place or presence of God (9:24)." The 
means of his atoning work is also superior because it is 'his own 
blood ', rather than 'the blood of goats and calves' (9:12) . Finally, 
the writer is able to speak of the issue of Christ's atoning work as 
superior: he obtained 'an eternal redemption' (9:12, aionian 
/ystrosin) , in contrast with ' the limited, recurrent redemption of 
the yearly atonement' .12 

A number of the writer's key ideas and emphases are then 
brought together as he begins to spell out the implications of 
Christ's perfect and definitive worship for believers: 

For if the sprinkling of defiled persons with the blood 
of goats and bulls and with the ashes of a heifer 
sanctifies for the purification of the flesh , how much 
more shall the blood of Christ, who through the 
eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, 
purify your conscience from dead works to serve the 
living God (Heb. 9:13-14, RSV). 

Once more there is a claim that the old covenant rituals only 
provided outward or ceremonial purification and sanctification. 
The perfection of Christ's self-offering as the sacrifice to end all 
sacrifices is indicated. The power of his blood to effect purifica
tion at the level of the conscience, to liberate people from the 
guilt associated with 'dead works ',13 and to set them free to serve 
God in a new way is affirmed. The meaning and significance of 
these particular assertions will now be discussed under several 
headings . 
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The blood of Jesus 
A significant reason for affirming the supenonty of the new 
covenant is conveyed by the use of the word 'blood', which is 
found fourteen times in Hebrews 9 - 10. The overriding axiom of 
this section is that 'without the shedding of blood there is no 
forgiveness' (9:22) .14 We are told that the first covenant could 
not be inaugurated 'without blood' (9:18-21) and the Mosaic 
law required nearly everything to be cleansed with blood. Most 
importantly, the high priest could not enter the inner sanctuary 
on atonement day without blood, which he offered for himself 
and for the' sins of the people (9: 7). Yet animal blood is said to 
have been effective only at an outward or ceremonial level, 
literally 'for the purification of the flesh' (9:13, RSV, pros ten tis 
sarkos katharotita). Indeed, 'it is impossible for the blood of bulls 
and goats to take away sins' (1O:4). 

The power of Christ's 'blood' is demonstrated in two funda
mental ways. Firstly, it enabled him to gain access to the heav
enly sanctuary (9:12), to open the way for believers to enter that 
'Most Holy Place' with confidence (1O:19). Secondly, only the 
blood of Jesus Christ can cleanse the conscience of believers and 
equip them to serve God in the way that he desires (9:14). There 
is thus a close connection in Hebrews between the cleansing of 
the conscience and acceptable worship. 

Even the 'heavenly things' had to be cleansed by means of 
'better sacrifices' (9:23). In the Old Testament, the sanctuary 
was a sort of prism through which the relations between God 
and his people were refracted: 'when the sanctuary was cleansed, 
the sins of the people were objectively expiated and contact 
between God and the people re-established' .15 Heaven itself can 
hardly be defiled by human sin, otherwise God would have to 
leave it! Hebrews, however, appears to be saying that the sacri
fice of Christ had cosmic significance, removing a barrier to 
fellowship with God that existed at the level of ultimate reality 
and not simply in human hearts. The blood of Christ is the 
medium by which we are consecrated to God under the new 
covenant (10:29; if. 13:12, 20) and, because of the shedding of his 
blood, the blessings of the new covenant are freely available for 
all who will draw near to God through him. 
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In 9:26-28 the language of blood recedes into the background 
and Christ's death is portrayed more generally as the sacrifice 'at 
the end of the ages to do away with sin' (9:26) . Using the 
language of Psalm 40:6-8, the writer then asserts that this 
eschatological sacrifice has fulfilled and replaced every kind of 
offering prescribed in the levi tical ritual (10:5- 10) .16 In this 
context it is affirmed that we are consecrated to God 'through 
the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all' (10:10, RSV) . 

Psalm 40 points to the powerlessness of animal sacrifices in 
themselves to please God and bring about a right relationship 
with God. What really pleases God is the willing self-offering of 
his people, in obedience to his will. One of the purposes of the 
sacrificial system was to promote such obedience from the heart, 
but Jesus was the only one in whom it was perfectly expressed. 

The new covenant, which provides for the writing of God's 
law on the 'heart' Oe. 31 :33; Heb. 8:lO; lO:16) , is thus signifi
cantly established by the action of one in whom the ideal of 
Psalm 40:8 has been fulfilled. While it is true that the obedience 
of a lifetime made Jesus' offering to God so pure and blameless 
(4:15; 7:26-27; 9:14) , in the writer's perspective it is still the 
actual death of Jesus that achieves our consecration to GodP In 
the concluding appeal of this section (lO:19-39), Christ's blood 
and its effects return to the foreground (vv. 19, 29). 

At first sight it is puzzling to see how Hebrews lumps together 
the daily sacrifices of Judaism (7:27; 10:5-6, 8), the annual Day 
of Atonement sacrifices (9:6, 7, 12, 21 , 23, 25; 10:1-3) , the 
sacrifices inaugurating the Sinai covenant (9: 18-20) and allu
sions to the red heifer ceremony (9:13; lO:22). What all these 
sacrifices have in common, however, is the single point of blood: 
'blood provides the medium of drawing near to God' . 18 Blood 
cleanses from defilement, bringing life instead of the judgment of 
death, and a renewal of the relationship with God. Without 
blood there is no access to God, no inauguration of the covenant 
and no forgiveness. In the writer's thought-world, blood has a 
direct, immediate potency. The blood of Christ is the most 
powerful of all , because he offered himself without blemish to 
God, as the true and final offering for sin ordained by God 
(lO:5- lO) . 

Christ 's blood breaks the old oscillating pattern of defilement 
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and cleansing. The ongoing problem of sin made it necessary for 
rites of cleansing and reconsecration to be repeated under the old 
covenant, year after year (if. 10:1-4). The blood of Jesus, how
ever, provides a once-for-all cleansing and consecration to the 
service of God under the new covenant (if. 9:14; 13:12). Thus, the 
sacrifice of Christ is foundational to a Christian theology of 
worship. 

Worship as homage to God's Son 

As the writer develops his complex argument, there are various 
ways in which he uses transformed worship terminology to indi
cate what it means for believers to be the beneficiaries of the new 
covenant. The important Old Testament word proskynein is used 
only once, in a passage claiming that the role of the angels is to 
pay homage to Christ as the Son enthroned at God's right hand 
(1:6; if. Rev; 5:11-14). The text cited here appears to be a 
conflation of the LXX version of Psalm 96:7 and Deuteronomy 
32:43 - 'Let all God's angels worship him.' One of the writer's 
aims in portraying the homage of the angels to Christ in the 
heavenly realm is apparently to encourage disciples on earth to 
honour him appropriately.19 The immediate context suggests 
how this can be done. 

The exhortation to 'pay the closer attention to what we have 
heard, lest we drift away from it' (RSV) is clearly the consequence 
(dia touto, 2:1) of the teaching about Christ in 1:1-13. God has 
spoken 'in these last days' by means of his Son and has acted to 
redeem humanity through his death and heavenly exaltation. 
The message 'first announced by the Lord' and then attested by 
those who heard him is a message of salvation (2:3-4). Only by 
receiving that message with faith and obedience can we benefit 
from what he offers (if. 5:9). Only as we 'hold on to our courage 
and the hope of which we boast' can we count ourselves as 
God's 'ho~se', over which Christ rules as Son (3:6) . The way we 
share on earth in the homage of the angels is not in some cultic 
activity but in a life of faith and obedience to Christ and his 
message. 

As in other parts of the New Testament, there is an indication 
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in Hebrews I that the exalted and glorified Son of God is prop
erly the object of Christian worship. However, the writer's use of 
other worship terminology introduces a further perspective. The 
high-priestly work of Christ makes it possible for us to draw near 
to God on a new basis and, in effect, to share in the Son's 
relationship with the Father. It is 'by the blood of Jesus' that we 
are to approach God (10:19; if. 7:25) and it is 'through Jesus' 
that we are to offer the praise and obedience that is pleasing to 
God (13:15-16) . So Christ is more often portrayed as the means 
of acceptable worship in this book. 

The participation of believers in the worship of Jesus 

The primary focus of Hebrews is on the perfect worship that 
Jesus offers to the Father in his life, death and heavenly exalta
tion. On the basis of his high-priestly work, however, Christians 
themselves can draw near to God and serve him in a way that 
fulfils the promises of the new covenant. 

Drawing near to God 
In two important passages of exhortation, preceding and con
cluding the main doctrinal argument, Hebrews issues the chal
lenge to hold fast the Christian confession and to 'draw near' 
to God with confidence (4:14-16; 10:19-23). In both cases, 
the appeal is based on the fact that Christ is the perfected 
and enthroned high priest, who has entered the heavenly sanctu
ary by means of his sacrificial death and heavenly exaltation 
and opened up 'a new and living way' into that sanctuary 
for us. This challenge brings us to the heart of the writer's 
concern. 

The verb proserchesthai occurs at a number of points in the 
argument (4:16; 7:25; 10:1, 22; 1l:6; 12:18, 22) and the synonym 
engizein once (7:19). This terminology is clearly a key to under
standing the way believers should respond to the person and 
work of Christ. In non-biblical Greek, proserchesthai meant 'to 
come before', or 'to approach' someone such as ajudge or a god. 
Since this verb was commonly used in the LXX to describe the 
priestly approach to God in sacrificial ministry (e.g . Lv. 21:17, 21; 
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22:3), some commentators understand the usage of Hebrews to 
imply that the right of priestly approach is now extended to 
Christians.2o 

There is certainly a hierarchy of drawing near to God in such 
references as Exodus 19:21-22, where only the priests who con
secrate themselves for this purpose may draw near to God on 
Mount Sinai, and Exodus 24:2, where Moses alone is to draw 
near to God at the top of the mountain, leaving the elders 
(including Aaron!) to worship 'afar off (Ex. 24:1, RSV). How
ever, this terminology is also used in the LXX to describe the 
relationship which all Israel could enjoy with God, either in 
cultic ritual or in prayer.21 In Hebrews 11 :6, where there are no 
specifically cultic associations, drawing near to God means hav
ing a relationship with him by faith (if Jas. 4:8; 1 Pet. 2:4) . Even 
in cultic contexts, it is most likely that this is the reality behind 
the writer's use of the imagery of drawing near to God. 

Thus, it is simplistic to say that our writer uses this terminol
ogy to expound the view that the privileges of the Old Testament 
priesthood find their fulfilment in a priesthood of all Christian 
believers. The people of God may now draw near without the aid 
of human priesthood, but only because they rely on the priestly 
mediation of Jesus Christ. This directness of approach to God 
comes about because the office of priesthood is fulfilled in Christ 
rather than in us. In 10:1-2, the Israelites generally are 
described as those who drew near to God by means of the 
sacrificial system. The writer clearly affirms, however, that the 
system was not able to 'perfect' those who sought to relate to 
God in this way. On the other hand, the high-priestly ministry of 
Jesus has 'made perfect for ever those who are being made holy' 
(10:14). 

Similarly, in 7:11-19, the replacement of the levitical priest
hood by the high-priesthood of Christ involves the introduction 
of 'a better hope .. . by which we draw near to God' (7:19) . This 
better hope with which the Christian encounters God is due to 
the 'better covenant' of which Jesus is surety (7:22) and media
tor (8:6; 12:24) : it is enacted on 'better promises' (8:6) and is 
eternal in its consequences (13:20). In short, the contrast in these 
passages is between the limited effectiveness of the former priest
hood and the absolute effectiveness of the priesthood of Christ to 
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bring about a right relationship with God (if. 7:25). The work of 
Christ means that 'the certainty of the actualisation of the draw
ing near is now stronger and surer and more complete than in 
the O.T. and later Judaism'.22 

Consequently, 4:16 and 10:22 must be understood as encour
agements to realize the benefit of the new relationship with God 
made possible by Christ. In both verses, the Greek implies the 
need for this to be an ongoing activity (proserchometha, 'let us draw 
near', being in the present tense). Chris tians have already drawn 
near by faith to 'the heavenly Jerusalem' (note the perfect tense 
of proselilythate in 12:22, 'you have come'), which is another way 
of talking about the heavenly sanctuary (12:22-24). Responding 
to the gospel, they have received the gift of salvation and all it 
entails. Even so, they are to 'keep on drawing near with confid
ence to the throne of grace' (4: 16, lit.). This 'throne' represents 
God as ruler,23 but it is particularly a 'throne of grace' for us 
since Jesus sits there, 'at the right hand of the throne of the 
Majesty in heaven' (8:1), the eternal source of mercy and grace 
because of his atoning work. 

The direct approach to God 'with confidence' (meta parrisia, 
4:16; if. 3:6; 10:19, 35),24 which is the essence of Christian faith, 
needs to be expressed continually as an ongoing relationship of 
trust and dependence (10:22, RSV, 'with a true heart in full 
assurance of faith'). A true heart is one which 'expresses com
pletely the devotion of the person to God. There is no divided 
allegiance: no reserve of feeling.'25 With such terms the writer 
apparently proclaims the fulfilment of Jeremiah's promise about 
God renewing the hearts and minds of his people and causing 
them all to know him, 'from the least of them to the greatest' Ue. 
31:33-34; if. Ezk. 36:26-27). The alternative is to 'throwaway 
your confidence' (10:35) and 'shrink back' (10:39), which is 
another way of describing apostasy. The ultimate joy of the 
faithful will be to draw near to God in the reality of the heavenly 
sanctuary, which is still for us 'the city that is to come' (13:14). 
The right of approach we enjoy now is only an anticipation of the 
final outworking of Jesus' high-priestly work. 

Fundamentally, then, drawing near to God means believing 
the gospel and making 'personal appropriation of salvation'.26 
The language of 10:22 confirms this ('having our hearts sprink-

240 



THE BOOK OF HEBREWS AND THE WORSHIP OF J E S U S 

led to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies 
washed with pure water'). This verse highlights the cleansing 
effect of the sacrifice of Christ, applied to individuals at some 
decisive moment in the past, and continuing to qualify them to 
draw near to God.27 The 'sprinkling' of the heart from an evil 
conscience recalls the imagery of 9: 18-22, where the sprinkling 
of the people with blood was associated with the inauguration of 
the old covenant. The sprinkling of the people of the new cov
enant is associated with Jesus' opening of the new way to God 
through his death (10:20; cJ. 9:18), but the phrase 'with our 
bodies washed with pure water' probably points to Christian 
baptism as the moment when the benefits of his sacrifice are first 
appropriated.28 

Drawing near to God on this basis will mean constantly 
expressing trust inJesus and his saving work. Prayer through the 
mediation of our heavenly high priest is particularly in view in 
4:14-16. Here the challenge is to approach God 'so that we may 
receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need' 
(4:16). The reference is not to prayer in a general sense but more 
specifically to confession of sin, seeking mercy for past failures , 
and petition for timely help in running the Christian race (cJ. 
2:18). Such prayer will be the means by which the benefits of 
Christ's high-priestly work will first be grasped in conversion/ 
baptism. Such prayer will also be the means by which genuine 
disciples continue to express their dependence upon God 
through Christ. The implications of this teaching for the con
gregational gathering will be considered shortly. When all is said 
and done, one of the main points of the writer's complex presen
tation is to urge Christians to continue to draw on all the 
spiritual resources available to them through Jesus Christ and 
not to fall away. 

Worship as service to God 
At two key points in the argument of Hebrews (9:14; 12:28), the 
worship term latreuein is employed in a new way to highlight 
what it means to be a Christian.29 The sacrifices of the old 
covenant were not able to perfect 'the worshipper' (ton latreuonta) 
by dealing with the fundamental problem of a guilty conscience 
(9:9; cJ. 10: 1-4). The all-sufficient sacrifice of Christ for the 
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forgiveness of sins, however, makes such cleansing possible. The 
blood of Christ is able to cleanse our consciences from the 
defilement caused by sin, so that we might serve the living God 
(9 :14, eis to latreuein thea zanti) . Conscience must be 'cleansed' by 
the assurance that the blood of Christ provides the necessary 
forgiveness before one can worship or serve God effectively (if 
10:19-22) . 

But what exactly is the nature of the service that Christ makes 
possible? A key to the interpretation of9:14 is a later passage: 

Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that 
cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship 
God acceptably (latreuOmtn euarestas to theD) with 
reverence and awe, for our 'God is a consuming fire' 
(Heb. 12:28-29). 

Acceptable worship is clearly related here to the reception of 
'an unshakable kingdom'. Thanks to the work of Christ, Chris
tians are already participants by faith in the eschatological king
dom of God,30 having already 'drawn near' to the heavenly 
Jerusalem, where God is in the midst of his angels and the 
perfected saints of all generations (12:22-24) . At first glance it 
may appear from 12:28 that acceptable worship is simply defined 
in terms of expressing gratitude for this great gift: 'let us be 
grateful ... and thus (di' his) let us offer to God acceptable wor
ship'.31 Since chapter 13 follows immediately, with its many 
exhortations to faithfulness and obedience, however, it is more 
likely that the writer is indicating that the words and actions that 
flow from such gratitude are the worship that is pleasing to 
God .32 That is certainly the meaning ofl3:15-16. 

As in Romans 12:1 , Christian worship is the service rendered 
by those who have truly grasped the gospel of God's grace and 
its implications. The motivation and power for such service in 
Hebrews is quite specifically the cleansing that derives from the 
finished work of Christ (9: 14) and the hope which that work sets 
before us (12:28). Gratitude expressed in service is the sign that 
the grace of God has been apprehended and appreciated. The 
writer introduces a more serious note, however, when he asserts 
that acceptable worship is characterized by 'reverence and awe' 

242 



THE BOOK OF HEBREWS AND THE WORSHIP OF JESUS 

(meta eulabeias kai deous) , and supports his challenge with an 
allusion to the coming judgment of God ('for our "God is a 
consuming fire" '). 

In the Old Testament, reverence or fear of the Lord regularly 
meant faithfulness and obedience to the revealed character and 
will of God. 33 Jesus is presented in Hebrews 5:7 as the one who 
pre-eminently displayed such godly fear or 'reverent submis
sion' (eulabeia), and in 12:28 we are exhorted to pursue the same 
lifestyle of trust and loyalty (cJ. 12:1-3) . The description of God 
as 'a consuming fire' (12:29) recalls Deuteronomy 4:24 (cJ. Dt. 
9:3; Is. 33:14), where Moses warns Israel not to indulge in 
idolatry, but to remain faithful to the LORD and to serve him 
exclusively, lest they provoke him to anger. Warning believers to 
remain faithful to Jesus and his covenant, Hebrews speaks of the 
fearful prospect of judgment that will consume those who turn 
out to be the enemies of God (10:26-31). The same pattern 
emerges in Hebrews 12, where the challenge to respond with 
gratitude to the grace of God is blended with the warning to keep 
heeding the voice of 'him who warns us from heaven' (12:25-
27), lest we encounter God as 'a consuming fire' . The certainty 
of God's grace must not obscure for us the truth that a terrible 
judgment awaits the apostate (cJ. 2:2-3; 6:4-8; 12:14-17). 

The practicalities of Christian service 
A wide range of instructions in 13:1-7 offers a challenge to 
persist with the sort of practical expressions of love and patient 
faith previously commended (cJ. 6:10-12; 1O:32-36). Here we 
begin to see what Christian worship means in the context of 
everyday life: it has to do with entertaining strangers, visiting 
prisoners, being faithful in marriage, trusting God to provide 
material needs and imitating the faith of Christian leaders! A 
negative note is then struck with the warning not to be 'carried 
away by all kinds of strange teachings' (13:9). 

The writer touches on matters more commonly associated 
with religion or worship in common parlance when he refers to 
'foods' which are 'of no value to those who eat them'. The 
practice in question may have involved some kind of ritual meal, 
as in various traditions of Judaism and paganism. Whether its 
roots were purely Jewish or not, it was presumably being pre-
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sen ted as a helpful Christian activity.34 Yet, it is by God's grace, 
and not rules about food, that the heart - that is to say, the 
spiritual life - is to be nourished (cJ. Rom. 14:17; 1 Cor. 8:8; Col. 
2:16, 20-23). Food laws are among the 'external regulations', 
now surpassed and outmoded by the work of Christ (cJ. 9:10). 
The following verses suggest that such practices are a hindrance 
to true Christian worship: 

We have an altar from which those who minister at 
the tabernacle have no right to eat. The high priest 
carries the blood of animals into the Most Holy Place 
as a sin offering, but the bodies are burned outside 
the camp. And so Jesus also suffered outside the city 
gate to make the people holy through his own blood. 
Let us, then, go to him outside the camp, bearing the 
disgrace he bore. For here we do not have an 
enduring city, but we are looking for the city that is 
to come (Heb. 13:10-14) . 

Some commentators have taken the statement about the 
Christian 'altar' as a reference to 'the Lord's table' (cJ. 1 Cor. 
10:21), viewing the Lord's Supper as a sacrificial meaP5 To 
locate the altar of 13:10 in the Christian community, however, is 
to misunderstand the way the writer employs typology. The 
whole burden of Hebrews is that the high-priesthood, sacrifices 
and sanctuary of Judaism find their fulfilment in the person and 
work of Jesus Christ, not in the activities of the church or 
Christian ministers (cJ. 4:14; 8:1; 10:19-21) . 'Altar' is another 
cultic term used in a shorthand and figurative way for the 
sacrifice of Christ in all its complexity.36 Those Jewish priests 
who continue to 'minister at the tabernacle' (hoi Ii skini 
iatrtuontes, cJ. 8:5), and who are authorized to benefit from its 
sacrifices (e .g. Lv. 7:5-6; Nu. 18:9-10), have no authority to 'eat' 
from the altar of the new covenant. They, along with anyone else 
attached to a material cult, are pursuing the 'shadow' instead of 
the reality (8:5; 10: 1) . 

Hebrews does not here draw the inference that Christians may 
even metaphorically 'eat' from their 'altar', or sacramentally 
benefit from Christ's once-for-all sacrifice. It is remarkable that 
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there is no treatment of the Lord's Supper in this context, even at 
the level of correcting false views of the community meal. 37 The 
motif of food or eating is left behind as the argument moves to a 
further comparison between the ritual of the Day of Atonement 
and the death of Jesus. The detail in that ancient ritual which 
our writer finds especially significant in this context is the burn
ing of the bodies of the sacrificial victims 'outside the camp' 
(13 :11; if. Lv. 16:27) . To leave the camp, even for this sacred 
duty, rendered a person unclean and necessitated a rite of 
purification before the camp could be re-entered (Lv. 16:28) . 

The point is that the sacrifice of Jesus was offered outside the 
holy city of Jerusalem, and it is this 'unholy' sacrifice, 'outside 
the camp', which paradoxically 'sanctifies' us under the new 
covenant (Heb. 13:12). Such an interpretation of the death of 
Jesus suggests that it marks 'the abolition of the necessity of holy 
places for sanctification'. 38 Christians who have been cleansed 
and consecrated to God by the sacrifice of Christ must no longer 
take refuge in holy places and cultic performances but must 'go 
to him outside the camp, bearing the disgrace he bore' (13:13) . 
The place of Christian service or worship is in the uncleanness of 
the world, where there is unbelief and persecution! True partici
pation in the Christian 'altar' is to be found in accepting the 
disgrace of identifying with a crucified and rejected Messiah. 39 

Furthermore, since there is no abiding sacred refuge for Chris
tians here, the challenge to confess Christ and serve him in the 
world is coupled with the challenge to seek the city which is to 
come (13:14; if. 11 :8-16). 

Another reference to the worship that is 'pleasing to God' then 
follows (13:15, RSV; if. 12:28; 11:5-6). Christians are continually 
to offer to God a 'sacrifice of praise' (thysian aineseos) through 
Jesus . In language borrowed from Hosea 14:2 (LXX) this sacri
fice is described as 'the tribute of lips which acknowledge his 
name' (NEB). In other words, this 'sacrifice of praise' is a sacri
fice consisting of praise or the public acknowledgment of the 
name or character of God. 4{) The 'name' to be confessed could be 
specifically that of Jesus, since the focus of Christian confession 
in 3:1; 4:14 and 10:23 isJesus as Son of God and high priest of his 
people. Confession of Christ in personal or corporate acts of 
praise could thus be in view in 13:15. 
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The writer's meaning here, however, cannot simply be 
restricted to such activities. The verb 'to acknowledge' (homolo
gounton) can be understood in a non-cultic and non-liturgical way 
to refer to the confession of Christ before unbelievers:H Our 
writer's concern in the immediate context is to exhort believers 
to acknowledge Christ in the world, in the face of opposition 
and suffering. In its widest sense, this sacrifice of praise will 
be rendered by those who confess Jesus 'outside the camp', 
in various forms of public testimony or evangelism. The offer
ing up of praise to God is certainly not just a matter of singing 
hymns or giving thanks in a congregational context, though 
these activities can be a stimulus to effective proclamation in 
other contexts.42 

'To do good' and 'to share with others' is also acceptable 
worship, for 'with such sacrifices' (toiautais thysiais, 13:16) God 
is pleased. The writer employs transformed cultic language 
to show the centrality of these activities to genuine religion (if. 
Jas. 1:26-27).43 Such 'sacrifices' cannot be regarded as culti
vating God's favour, since Christian worship is meant to be an 
expression of gratitude for the care that he first showed us 
(if. 12:28) . Although the writer is concerned about practical 
expressions offellowship among believers (if. 10:32-34; 13:1-3) , 
it is doubtful that he used the word koinOnia ('sharing' or 'fellow
ship') in the narrow and technical sense of 'the Christian fellow
ship' in 13:16. There can be no boundaries to doing good and 
there are many opportunities for sharing what we have in 
relationships and situations outside of the Christian fellow
ship. 

The note of pleasing God is sounded once more in the closing 
benediction of Hebrews. There it is asserted that God himself 
must equip us with everything good for doing his will and must 
'work in us what is pleasing (to euartston) to him, through Jesus 
Christ' (13:20-21}.44 Thus, the writer's final affirmation on the 
subject is that acceptable worship in all its dimensions can only 
be offered through Christ, by God's enabling. 
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The congregational gathering in Hebrews 

When the writer details with the meeting together of the particu
lar group of Christians he addresses, he uses the word episynagogi. 
Like ekklisia, this word refers to the act of gathering and is not yet 
a technical term for their group or its place of assembly.45 Since 
the nearness of the Lord's return is used to highlight the import
ance of such gatherings (10:25; cJ. 9:28), it seems that our writer 
understood them as an anticipation of the ultimate, eschatologi
cal assembly of God's people portrayed in 12:22-24.46 Put 
another way, local congregations or house-groups may be 
viewed as earthly manifestations of that heavenly assembly 
already gathered around God and Christ. The congregational 
meeting should thus be a way of expressing our common partici
pation in that eschatological community, gathered, cleansed and 
consecrated to God by Messiah's work. 

Unlike Paul, who identifies the community of God's people on 
earth with the new temple, Hebrews locates temple imagery in 
the heavenly realm.47 Cultic imagery is used to stress the 
immediate benefits available to those who approach God 
through the crucified and exalted Lord Jesus Christ and to 
indicate the response we should make to the gospel in our 
everyday lives. 

Mutual encouragement 
Hebrews does not apply the language of worship specifically to 
what goes on when Christians meet together. As in the Pauline 
writings, there is an emphasis on gathering for the benefit of the 
believing community (3:12-15; 1O:24-25). Our writer has 
nothing of the elaborate teaching of Paul about spiritual gifts, 
but he is no less insistent on the importance of mutual ministry 
in the congregation. There are leaders in the church, charged 
with the responsibility of watching over them, whom they must 
obey and to whose authority they must submit (13:17). The focus 
of Hebrews, however, is on the care that believers in general 
must exercise for one another. Anyone who has been instructed 
for a time in the faith should be able to explain its implications to 
others (cJ. 5:12}.48 The specific terminology of edification is not 
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used , but related concepts are found in key contexts. Particular 
point and purpose is given to their meetings by the pilgrimage 
motif. Christians are on a journey of faith to their ultimate 
destination in the city of God and nothing must be allowed to 
deflect them from that goal. 

In the midst of the warning passage in 3:7 - 4:14 the writer 
warns: 'See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, 
unbelieving heart, that turns away from the living God. But 
encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that 
none of you may be hardened by sin's deceitfulness' (3:12-13). 
The context really demands that the key word parakaleite be 
translated 'exhort' (so RSV) , instead of 'encourage' (NEB, NIV) .49 

The need for warning on the basis of scriptural teaching is in 
view, together with the sort of encouragement to persevere sug
gested by the writer's own arguments. His use of Psalm 95 as a 
means of exhorting the readers in Hebrews 3 - 4 provides an 
immediate example. As they read the Scriptures together and 
apply them in the manner illustrated in his own 'word of exhor
tation' (13:22) , they will be challenged and encouraged to hold 
'firmly to the end' the confidence they had at first (3:14, RSV). 

In no other context in the New Testament is mutual exhorta
tion highlighted as a means of dealing with 'a sinful, unbelieving 
heart' ,50 and the possibility of apostasy. The purpose of this 
ministry is to avoid being 'hardened by sin's deceitfulness' 
(3 :13) . To put it more positively, Christians need to expose 
themselves to the warnings and encouragements that will help 
them persevere in the faith and grow to maturity (cJ. 5:11- 6:3) . 
I t is possible that the writer envisaged a regular 'daily' meeting 
of the readers for teaching and prayer (3:13, kath ' hekastin 
himeran). The giving and receiving of exhortation is undoubtedly 
a key factor in his view of the Christian assembly (cJ. 1O:24-25). 
More likely, his meaning in 3:13 was that each new day provided 
opportunities for informal exhortation of one another and the 
chance to 'heed the psalmist's warning to hear the voice of God 
and render him heart-obedience' .51 

One of the features of Hebrews is its emphasis on the care that 
members of the congregation should have for each other. They 
should take care lest any of their number has a sinful, 
unbelieving heart (3:12), and exhort one another lest any should 
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be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin (3:13). The writer's desire 
for each one of them to show ' the same earnestness in realizing 
the full assurance of hope until the end' (6:11, RSV) leads him to 
challenge them to minister to one another again in 10:24-25, 
and in 12: 12 -17. The last passage particularly echoes the senti
ment of3:12-13 by challenging them to 'take care' (episkopountes, 
12:15) lest anyone 'misses the grace of God' and any 'bitter root 
grows up to cause trouble and defile many'. 52 

In 10:24 the writer urges: 'let us consider (katanoomen) how we 
may spur one another on towards love and good deeds ' . This 
implies thoughtful reflection on the needs of other believers and 
recalls the challenge of 3:12 to ' take care' (blepete, RSV) with 
respect to the spiritual health of the congregation. 53 The fol
lowing expression (eis paroxysmon agape kai kalon erglJn) shows that 
the purpose of this reflection is to rouse or provoke one another 
to godly living. Later on, the readers are commended for having 
demonstrated such love and good works in the past (if. 10:32-
34). Their zeal needed to be renewed, however, so that they did 
not tire of expressing their faith in such practical ways (if. 6:10-
12). Such a stimulus to godliness will not simply come by the 
setting of a good example. 

The exhortation to 'consider how we may spur one another on 
towards love and good deeds' is followed by two clauses, indica
ting how this ministry is to be conducted. Negatively it will mean 
not forsaking the local gathering of believers,54 as some pro
fessing Christians do. Positively it will mean using such occa
sions as a means of mutual encouragement or exhortation 
(parakalountes) . Encouragement can be given to other Christians 
at the most basic level by not abandoning the assembly. How
ever, remembering what was said above, it would seem that the 
writer intended them to use their meetings for mutual teaching 
and exhortation (if. 3:12-13; 5:12) . In 10:24-25 the focus is not 
simply on avoiding hardness of heart but on promoting the sort 
of everyday living that brings praise to God. 

The purpose of the congregational gathering in Hebrews may 
be thus defined as mutual ministry with an eschatological focus 
('encourage one another - and all the more as you see the Day 
approaching', 10:25) . Christians ought to gather together regu
larly to give in ministry, and not simply to receive. The ministry 
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they share with one another should be focused on the promises of 
God and the encouragement the gospel can bring for godly living 
in the present. Public preaching and teaching in the congrega
tion should thus combine a thoughtful restatement of biblical 
truths with reflection on the needs of those present. As noted in 
the last chapter, however, there is also a need in contemporary 
church life to encourage congregational members to exhort one 
another in informal and less structured ways. 

Drawing near to God together 
Although the writer puts the emphasis on meeting together for 
mutual encouragement, his wider teaching challenges us to con
sider the vertical dimension to the congregational gathering. 
There are three key exhortations linked together in 10:22-24 -
'let us draw near to God . . . Iet us hold unswervingly to the hope 
we profess . .. let us consider how we may spur one another on 
towards love and good deeds. ' These identify the sort of response 
that the people of God should make to the covenant mercies 
previously outlined and summarized (10:15-21). They challenge 
us to express faith, hope and love in every sphere oflife, indicat
ing ' the threefold nature of the activities of the church in the 
world' .55 But to what extent are these exhortations applicable to 
the congregational meeting itself? 

The emphasis in 10:19-22 is on our approach to God through 
Jesus Christ in the heavenly sanctuary. That initial encounter 
with God in Christ, portrayed so vividly in 12:22-24 in similar 
terms, needs to be constantly renewed and expressed. Drawing 
near to God in both contexts essentially describes an act of 
personal faith or appropriation of the gift of salvation in Christ. 
Yet drawing near to God is not merely something we do on our 
own. The writer and his readers are among those who have come 
together into the heavenly presence, to join in the celebration 
of the heavenly assembly. It seems logical to assume that a 
corporate dimension is also implied in 10:22. Meeting together 
as the household of God on earth (10:21), we are to keep on 
drawing near to God in the midst of his people in the heavenlies 
(10:22): 

Through Christ, their high priest, Christians may 
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approach God in the sanctuary of heaven and of the 
world to come. In their worship they participate in 
the heavenly worship of the angels and of the perfect 
saints.56 

It is certainly obvious from the flow of the argument in 10:24-
25 that gathering together is an important means of encouraging 
one another to express love and good deeds, until the Day of the 
Lord dawns and believers share in the unspoiled fellowship of 
the city which is to come. The writer has already established in 
3:12- 14 that mutual exhortation is essential for maintaining 
confidence in Christ 'firmly to the end', RSV. One of the ways in 
which we continue to draw near to God is to expose ourselves to 
the ministries of others. In particular, God continues to confront 
his people through the Scriptures, as Hebrews itself testifies (e.g . 
3:7- 11; 4:12-13; 12:5-6). Responding appropriately to the read
ing and exposition of Scripture, or to exhortations based on 
Scripture, we may engage with him as the family of God 
together. 

If the congregational meeting is truly the context in which the 
participants may draw near to God collectively, to realize afresh 
the benefits of the gospel, some form of public confession of sin, 
coupled with an appeal for pardon and a prayer for strength to 
live godly lives, would logically be part of the proceedings.57 
This would be a most obvious way of putting into practice the 
specific challenge of4:14-16 (if. IJn. 1:9-10) . Although there is 
no good ground for thinking that the writer was actually alluding 
to the Lord's Supper here or in 10:19-22,58 it is certainly legiti
mate to see the Supper as a means of corporately drawing near to 
God, in the way that I have suggested. 

There is always the danger, however, that public confession of 
sin or the Lord's Supper can become occasions for morbid 
introspection, reinforcing for people a sense of guilt, as the 
sacrificial rituals of Judaism apparently could (if. 10:1-4) . We 
may give the impression that the Christian life is all about 
discovering the depth of your own sinfulness and the difficulty of 
serving God! The writer's challenge to go on seeking God's 
mercy and help to run the Christian race has to be set firmly 
within the context of his emphasis on definitive cleansing and 
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sanctification through the death of Jesus. Our approach to God 
must demonstrate confidence in such promises ('with a sincere 
heart in full assurance of faith', 1O:22) and be characterized by 
joy and thanksgiving. It is not honest or appropriate to ignore 
our failure and disobedience when we come before God, but the 
finality and perfection of Christ's atoning work should be at the 
forefront of our thinking and practice. 

Maintaining the hope we profess 
It was argued above that Hebrews 13:15 could refer to the 
acknowledgment of Christ in personal or corporate acts of praise 
as well as in the world, in the face of opposition and 
suffering. Does the challenge to 'hold unswervingly to the 
hope we profess' in 10:23 have a similar application? This 
verse links up with earlier exhortations to fix our thoughts 
on Jesus, 'the apostle and high priest whom we confess' 
(3:1), to 'hold on to our confidence and the hope of which we 
boast' (3:6, lit.) and to 'hold firmly to the faith we profess' 
(4:14) . 

It should first be noted that the noun homologia ('confession') 
in 3:1; 4:14 and 10:23 is translated verbally in the NIV ('we 
confess, profess'). In each context, the readers are being 
exhorted to hold firm to a confession already made, and not to 
make or express a new confession. While some argue that the 
reference is to a solemn liturgical formula, such as a baptismal 
confession, a creed, or a hymnic confession of Christ, 59 the term 
could just as easily refer to a free and unstructured confession of 
Christ and the Christian hope. Certainly the concern of our 
writer is not with the original situation in which the confession 
was made, but with the need for the readers to 'cling to their 
faith as expressed in the homologia, which they once accepted and 
have openly declared'.60 

This will mean maintaining confidence inJesus and his prom
ises before unbelievers in everyday life situations (if. 1O:35). If 
this is so, it could be argued that believers need to express and 
regularly affirm that confidence to one another, when the church 
gathers. Once again we may say that the praise of Christ for 
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what he has accomplished, either in credal form or in hymns and 
songs, will rightly be at the heart of the congregational meeting. 
Such praise will glorify God in the midst of his people and 
encourage believers to express gratitude in word and deed in 
other contexts. 

Conclusion 

Hebrews is truly essential reading for those who would establish 
a Christian theology of worship. The writer takes up a number 
of Old Testament themes and shows how they remain an essen
tial foundation for our thinking. In a variety of ways he 
demonstrates that acceptable worship is only possible on God's 
terms and in the way that he makes possible. God initiates and 
sustains a relationship with his people on the basis of the 
covenant he makes with them. His chosen sanctuary is a focus
point for that engagement, but genuine worship will be offered 
in every sphere of life. A God-ordained priesthood, authentic 
sacrifices, and effective cleansing and sanctification must be 
provided for those who would draw near to God and serve 
him. 

The writer also shows us, however, how these foundational 
Old Testament themes must be re-interpreted in the light of 
their fulfilment in Christ. Indeed, our understanding of the 
person and work of Christ can be greatly enriched by viewing the 
central truths of the gospel in terms of transformed worship 
categories. The perfect sacrifice of Jesus provides the basis for 
relating to God under the new covenant. His high-priestly work 
secures a once-for-all atonement for sin, the cleansing of our 
consciences and continuing right of direct access to God. 
Expressed in other terms, this means participation by faith now 
in the joyful assembly of all God's people in the heavenly 
Jerusalem. This certainty of access to God in the present is the 
guarantee of literal participation in the coming kingdom or city 
of God. In other words, Hebrews uses the language of worship to 
emphasize the realized or inaugurated aspect of Christian 
eschatology . 

What has previously been described as the 'vertical' dimen-
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sion to the Christian life is mostly expressed in Hebrews in terms 
of drawing near to God. This is central to the writer's exhorta
tion and has its place in the congregational gathering as well as 
in the everyday experience of believers. Other worship terms are 
used to describe more generally our response to the high-priestly 
work of Jesus. The service pleasing to God under the new 
covenant is the obedience offered through Jesus Christ, moti
vated by gratitude for all that he has achieved on our behalf. 
Such worship will find expression in deeds of love and various 
forms of ministry to others, as well as in prayer, praise and 
confessions of faith. 

As in the Old Testament, the locus of life and worship is to be 
the sanctuary. However, under the new covenant, that sanctuary 
is the heavenly Jerusalem, where Christ is seated at the right 
hand of God. Christians are pilgrims, still treading the road to 
that heavenly city, yet through Christ we may enjoy the fellow
ship of that joyful assembly in advance. What we experience now 
in our relationship with God, in the company of his people, is an 
anticipation of the ultimate reality. The whole of life is to be 
lived with reference to that unshakable kingdom and the pros
pect of living in God's presence for ever. Meanwhile, there is a 
special need to encourage fellow believers in faith, hope and love, 
lest any should fall by the wayside and fail to share in what God 
has promised. 

The motivation and power for everyday service is the cleans
ing that derives from the finished work of Christ (10:19-22; if. 
9:14), together with the hope which that work sets before us 
(10:23; if. 12:28-29). Christians need to be reminded of these 
truths whenever they meet together and to exhort one another to 
love and good works on that basis. In its own distinctive way, 
Hebrews affirms the truth of certain observations that I have 
made elsewhere in this book. The Christian gathering ought to 
focus on the finished work of Christ, the needs of his people as 
they seek to serve him in the present, the resources that are 
available from our heavenly high priest for running the Christian 
race, and the joyful hope of sharing with him in the perfection of 
'the world to come'. 
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18 W. G. Johnsson, 'Defilement and Purgation' , p. 228. 
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19 Against all attempts to find a special polemic in the comparison of Christ 
with the angels, O . Michel (HehrtitT, pp. 107-109) rightly argues that we have 
in these verses a logical development of the writer's apocalyptic framework of 
thought. Cj. B. F. Westcott, Hehmvs, p. 16. 
20 Cj. B. F. Westcott, Hehrews, p. 110. Again, noting the particular application 
of engizein in the LXX to the ministry ofthe priests (e.g. Ex. 19:22; Lv. 10:33; Ezk. 
42:13; 43:19), Westcott (p. 189) argues in connection with Heb. 7:19 that all 
believers are, in virtue of their Christian faith, priests: 'that which was before 
(in a figure) the privilege of a class has become (in reality) the privilege of all' . 
21 Engizein is used of Abraham's drawing near to God in prayer (Gn. 18:23) 
and in Ec. 4:17 (ET 5:1); Ho. 12:7 (ET 12:6); Zp. 3:2; Hg. 2:15; Is. 29:13; 58:2, 
all Israel draws near to God, either in cui tic worship or in prayer. Indeed, the 
people of God are characterized in Ps. 148:14 as 'those who draw near to him' 
(cJ. Judith 8:27) . Similarly, proserchesthai is used to describe the action of 
Israelites in general, coming before the Lord in solemn assembly (e.g. Ex. 16:9; 
34:32; Nu. 10:3-4), or simply in prayer (cJ.Je. 7:16 [LXX]; Ps. 33:6 [LXX]). In 
Sirach 1:28, 30; 2:1 and Philo (e.g. Op. Mund. 144, Deus Imm. VIII. 161, Plant. 
64), proserchesthai is used in the more general sense of having a relationship with 
God. 
22 H. Preisker, TDNT2. 331. 
23 The 'throne of grace' is really 'a Hebraic periphrasis for God himself (0. 
Michel, HehrtitT, p. 209, cJ. Heb. 8:1) . The earthly counterpart of the heavenly 
throne in Old Testament thought was the 'mercy seat' (kilastlrion, if. Heb. 9:5) 
in the inner sanctuary of the tabernacle, where the rites of expiation on the Day 
of Atonement were conducted. 
2+ W. C . van Unnik ('The Christian's Freedom of Speech in the New Testa
ment' , BJRL 44, 1961-62, p. 485), argues that the term parrisia points to 'the 
free right to approach God, given in the sacrifice of Christ' . 
25 B. F. Westcott, Hehrews, p. 324. 
26 O . Michel, HehrtitT, p. 346. Michel (p. 460, n. 2) rightly argues in connection 
with 12:22-24 that 'one draws near to the good things of salvation by first 
grasping the word of God'. Cj. I Pet. 2:4. 
27 Note the two perfect participles in 10:22, rherantismenoi ('having been sprink
led') and lelou.rmerwi ('having been washed'). 
28 J. D. G. Dunn, Baptism in the Holy Spirit (London: SCM, 1970; Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1977), pp. 2I1ff., sees a 'complementary parallelism' in 10:22, 
viewing Christian conversion-initiation in its inward and outward aspects (so 
also F. F. Bruce, Hehrews, pp. 250-251) . 
29 It was noted previously that, in the LXX, latreuein regularly denotes the 
service or worship of the people in general, and that leitourgein has special 
reference to the priestly ministry. In Hebrews this fine distinction is not 
observed. Although latreuein is used in 9:9 and 10:2 in the normal LXX sense, to 
describe the service of all who sought to draw near to God by means of the Old 
Testament cult (contra H. Strathmann TDNT 4. 63 and O . Michel, HehrtitT, 
p. 308), in 8:5 and 13:10 it apparently refers more specifically to the sacrificial 
ministry of Jewish priests (if. 9:6) . 
30 F. F. Bruce (Hehrews, p. 383, n. 199) suggests that the present participle in 
12:28 paralamhanontes (' receiving' ) indicates that 'the people of Christ have not 
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entered into their royal heritage with (Christ), although it is already theirs by 
promise'. This is consistent with the perspective of 13:14. 
31 The expression eCMmm ckarin is a common idiom for gratitude and should 
not be rendered 'let us hold on to (God's) grace'. Cj H. W. Attridge, Hebrews, 
p. 382, especially n. 69. 
32 F. F. Bruce, Hebrews, p. 384. According to H. Strathmann (TDNT4-. 64), the 
essence of this service or worship is 'a manner of life which is pleasing to God 
and which is sustained both by gratitude and by a serious sense of respons
ibility' . Michel (Hebriier, p. 4-77) inclines to the view that thanksgiving itself is 
the worship acceptable to God but acknowledges the possibility of the alterna
tive understanding. Cj H . W. Attridge, Hebrews, pp. 13-14,384-385, regard
ing the authenticity of Hebrews 13 and it relation to the rest of the work. 
33 Terror and trembling are appropriate responses to a divine revelation in 
some contexts , but fear of God in the more positive sense of reverence or respect 
is more often in view. Note the examination of such terms and concepts in my 
chapter two. 
34 F. F. Bruce (Hebrews, pp. 397-398) describes this strange teaching which 
laid such insistence on food as 'probably some form of syncretistic gnosis, 
perhaps with Essene or quasi-Essene affinities' . The excursus by H. W. 
Attridge (Hebrews, pp. 394-396) surveys and comments on a number of pos
sible approaches to this verse. 
35 This interpretation, which goes back to patristic times, is represented more 
recently by E. L. Randall, 'The Altar of Hebr. 13,10', Australasian Catlwlic Record 
46, 1969, pp. 197-208, and P. Andriessen, 'L'Eucharistie dans I' tpitre aux 
Hebreux', NRTk 3, 1972, pp. 275-276. The word thysiastirion ('altar') occurs in 
7:13, with reference to the altar of the Jewish tabernacle (cJ. 1 Cor. 9:13; 10:18) , 
but is not used with reference to the Christian assembly until the second 
century A D (cJ. Ignatius, Pkld. 4; Magn. 7.2). 
36 Some interpreters argue that the 'altar' of Heb. 13:10 is within the heavenly 
sanctuary (so, for example, R. Williamson, 'The Eucharist and the Epistle to 
the Hebrews', NTS 21 , 1974-75, pp. 308-309) . The almost immediate refer
ence to Christ 's death 'outside the city gate to make the people holy through his 
own blood' (v. 12) , however, suggests that the cross may be more specifically 
the altar on view in v. 10. 
37 R. Williamson ('The Eucharist and the Epistle to the Hebrews', p. 309) 
rightly concludes that there is ' little or no evidence in Hebrews of involvement 
on the part of the author or of the community of Christians to which the epistle 
was addressed, in eucharistic faith and practice'. To argue, however, that the 
writer was actually opposing the celebration of the Lord's Supper by engaging 
in a polemic against 'every form of cult us that placed a material means of 
sacramental communion between God and the worshipper' (p. 310) is to move 
beyond the evidence. Cj F. F. Bruce, Hebrews, pp. 401-402. 
38 H. Koester, ' " Outside the Camp": Hebrews 13.9-/4' , HTR 55, 1967, 
p. 301. Koester too readily dismisses the view that the writer is calling for a 
decisive break with Judaism. While it is possible to generalize the call to 
abandon the security of cultic religion, the overall argument of Hebrews 
demands that Jewish tradition is the primary reference here. 
39 H . W. Attridge, Hebrews, p. 399. While it is true that we are to draw near to 
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Christ in the heavenly sanctuary, Heb. 13:13 suggests that, in another sense, we 
approach Christ by following his call to take up the cross and meeting him in 
the world, 'outside the camp' . 
..0 The 'sacrifice of praise' in the Old Testament may be a bloody sacrifice, a 
sub-class of ' peace offerings' (e.g. LXX Lv. 7:12; Ps. 26 [ET 27):6) , or the 
offering of thanksgiving itself, without an animal (e.g . LXX Pss. 49 [50]: 14, 23; 
106 [107] :22) . The metaphorical character of the 'sacrifice of praise' in Heb. 
13:15 is made quite clear by the use of the explanatory ' that is ' (tout ' estin) . 
4 1 Cj Mt. 10:32 par. ;Jn. 9:22; 12:42. O . Michel (TDNT5 . 207-217) shows the 
wide range of meanings that can be conveyed by the terms Iwmologoun and 
homologia in the New Testament, but (pp. 209-210) unnecessarily restricts Heb. 
13:15 to prayer and praise, and (p. 215) limits the 'confession' ofHeb. 3:1; 4:14; 
10:23 to 'a firmly outlined, liturgically set tradition by which the community 
must abide'. 
42 There is no basis for finding an allusion to 'eucharistic sacrifice' in 13:15. 
'Our author is simply not thinking of the eucharist at all ... It is later associa
tions, not the words of the text itself, which have led commentators to see in this 
passage a reference to the eucharist', H. W. Montefiore, A Commentary on the 
Epistle to the Hebrews, BNTC (London: Black, 1964), p. 248. Cj R. Williamson, 
'The Eucharist and the Epistle to the Hebrews', pp. 309-310. 
43 'The new covenant community has a cult that is quite outside the realm of 
the cultic' (H. W. Attridge, Hebrews, p. 401). 
44 to euareston (' that which is pleasing', 13:21) links back to the use of the 
corresponding verb euaresteitai in 13:16 and the adverb euarestos in 12:28. Note 
also the same verb in the foundational teaching of 11 :5-6 and the use of the 
adjective in Rom. 12:1, 2; 14:18; 2 Cor. 5:9; Eph. 5:10; Phil. 4:18; Col. 3:20; Tit. 
2:9. 
4~ Cj W. Schrage, TDNT 7. 841-843. Although a number of commentators 
have argued for a special meaning to be given to the word episynagogi in this 
context, the majority view it simply as 'the regular gathering together of 
Christian believers for worship and exhortation in a particular place', accord
ing to P. E. Hughes, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1977), p. 418, concluding a helpful excursus on the subject. 
46 The inhabitants of the heavenly Jerusalem in 12:22-24 are 'thousands upon 
thousands of angels ' engaged in a great festival or celebration, together with 
' the church of the firstborn (ekklisia prototokon), whose names are written in 
heaven' . The word ekklisia, which means 'congregation', 'gathering' or 'assem
bly', was sometimes used in the Greek version of the Old Testament to denote 
the Israelites, assembled to meet the Lord (e.g. Dt. 4:10; 9:10; 18:16; 31 :30;Jdg. 
20:2) . In Heb. 12:23 the reference is to the ultimate, completed company of the 
people of God - the heavenly or eschatological 'church' of God. 
47 The new temple in Hebrews embraces ' both heavenly and earthly realities' 
to the extent that it identifies Christ's death on the cross as the new way to God 
(R.J. McKelvey, The New Temple, pp. 149-154), but the imagery of the temple 
is not specifically applied to the local congregation. 
48 Although some writers have argued that didaskaloi (' teachers') in 5:12 indi
cates that the recipients of Hebrews were a special group within the Christian 
community such as priests converted from Judaism, such theories have not 
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commended themselves widely to scholars. Teaching others could mean pro
fessing and propagating the faith to unbelievers, as well as exhorting fellow 
believers. 
49 In common Greek usage, the verb parakalein and the noun paraklesis were 
employed with a great range of meanings, including calling for help, exhorta
tion, encouragement and comfort. Cj O. Schmitz, TDNT 5. 773-799, and 
D. G . Peterson, 'The Ministry of Encouragement', in P. T. O'Brien and D. G . 
Peterson (eds .), God who is Rich in Mercy (Sydney: Lancer; Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 1986) , pp. 235-253. 
50 The expression kardia ponira apistias means literally 'a heart that is evil 
because it is 1mbelieving' . B. F. Westcott (Hebrews , p. 84) rightly notes that 
, " unbelief ' (apistia) finds its practical issue in "disobedience" (apeitheia), . Cj 
3:18-19 and compare 4:6. 
5 1 F. F . Bruce, Hebrews, p. 67. 
5 2 ' If there should be a concern of the individual for the community (" exhort 
one another" ), there should also be a concern of the community for the 
individual (" lest anyone of you ... " ), in line with the teaching of Paul that "if 
one member suffers, all suffer together" (I Cor. 12:26)' (P. E. Hughes, Hebrews, 
p. I48) . 
53 The exhortation katanoomen recalls 3:1, where the same verb is used in a 
challenge to 'consider Jesus'. Hebrews thus calls for a continuing reflection on 
Jesus and what he has accomplished, together with a continuing reflection on 
the needs of other believers as they seek to live out their faith inJesus and his 
promises. 
S4 The present participle engkataleipontes in this context 'conveys the notion not 
simply of leaving, as no longer taking part in the assembly, but of abandoning, 
leaving the assembly exposed to period in the conflict' (B. F. Westcott, Hebrews 
p. 327) . Cj 2 Tim. 4:10, 16; 2 Cor. 4:9; Mt. 27:46. 
55 O . Glombitza, 'Erwiigungen zum kunstvollen Ansatz der Paraenese im Brief an die 
Hebriitr-X, 19-25', NovT9, 1967, p . 147. 
56 N. A. Dahl, 'A New and Living Way: the Approach to God According to 
Hebrews 10:19-25', Interpretation 5, 1951, p. 409. 
57 Note the argument for such a general confession of sin as part of the 
ordinary gathering of the church by J . Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion 
III. 4. 11. With such confession, 'a gate to prayer is opened both to individuals 
in prayer and to all in public' . 
58 Against those who argue that there are many allusions to the Lord's Supper 
woven into the fabric of the author's argument, note the sober and careful 
response of R. Williamson, 'The Eucharist and the Epistle to the Hebrews', 
pp. 300-312 (focusing on Heb. 10:19-20 on pp. 306-307) . Cj my assessment 
of 13:9-10 above. 
59 O . Michel TDNT 5. 215-216. O . Glombitza ('Hebraer - X, 19-25', p. 142) 
argues that the perfect participles in v. 22b belong with the hortatory subjunc
tive in v. 23, making it clear that the exhortation is to hold fast to the baptismal 
confession of ' the hope that God has for us' . 
60 V . H . Neufeld, The Earliest Christian Confessions, NT Tools and Studies 5 
(Leiden: Brill, 1963), p . 137. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

Worship in the Revelation 
to John 

What is going on around them, in the social and 
political life of their own cities, is part of a conflict of 
cosmic proportions, the eschatological war of good 
and evil, the conflict of sovereignty between God and 
the devil, in which they are called to take sides, to 
take a firm stand, and by faithful witness to the truth 
to play their part in resisting the pagan state and 
pagan society. I 

Without doubt, the Revelation to John is critical for a study of 
the theme of worship in the New Testament. Visions of the 
heavenly realm consistently portray the offering of adoration and 
praise to God and the Lamb and the language of worship per
vades the whole document. Most significantly, the worship term 
proskyneinis used twenty-four times, in ways that indicate the 
centrality of this theme to the author's message. In most pas
sages this word describes some form of homage to the living and 
true God by heavenly beings or by those redeemed from earth 
(Rev. 4:10; 5:14; 7:11; 11:1, 16; 14:7; 15:4; 19:4, 10; 22:9). Such 
homage is offered by gesture and by words of acclamation and 
praise. 

Despite this interest in the worship of the heavenly host, 
however, John's Apocalypse also concentrates on the earthly 
scene. Various forms of idolatry are portrayed (9:20; 13:4,8, 12), 
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together with prophecies of the awful judgment coming upon 
those who bow to false gods and refuse to acknowledge the living 
and true God. Surprisingly enough, the terminology of worship 
is not directly used to describe the response of Christians on 
earth to God and the Lamb. 

For all that, a theology of worship can be constructed from 
what this book says about the role of Christians in their everyday 
discipleship. John is very concerned to show that Christian 
commitment has political, social and economic consequences. 
Acceptable worship involves faithfully serving God in the face of 
every conflicting loyalty. Nothing is specifically said about the 
function and purpose of Christian gatherings but, again, theo
logical conclusions can be drawn from a number of John's per
spectives. 

The seductive power of false religion 

The Revelation to John has been characterized as 'an apocalyp
tic writing in narrative form with a prophetic, eschatological aim 
and a pastoral touch presented in the form of a letter' .2 It 
confronts a very specific social and historical situation in the first 
century AD, providing encouragement and challenge to groups 
of Christians in Asia Minor. The essential problem, as high
lighted first in the letters to the seven churches, is one of conflict 
with the dominating cultural and religious ideals of the Greco
Roman world . John warns about the danger of compromise 
with or assimilation to pagan society. The false teaching 
coming from within the churches appears to be a sign that such 
compromise had already taken place in some of the cities 
addressed .3 

From 9:20-21 it is clear that a large proportion of humanity 
worships 'demons and idols of gold and silver and bronze and 
stone and wood, which cannot either see or hear or walk' (RSV) . 
The cults of paganism are linked with murders, sorceries, 
immorality and thefts, as an expression of the rebellion of man
kind against the rule of God the Creator. So powerful are the 
forces of natural religion that people will not abandon its values 
and practices even in the face of God's terrible judgments. The 
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focus in the rest of Revelation, however, is specifically on the 
worship of 'the beast' and the frightful judgment coming upon 
those who bow to his authority (13:4, 8, 12, 15; 14:9, 11; 16:2; 
19:20; 20:4) . Most commentators agree that the primary refer
ence here is to the aggressive programme of emperor-worship 
being forced upon the population of the Roman Empire in the 
latter part of the first century. 

The challenge of emperor-worship 
Beginning with Julius Caesar, the Roman emperors were 
accustomed to receiving divine honours in terms of sacrifices, 
offerings of incense, processions, priesthoods, hymns and 
acclamations. They were commonly regarded as being set apart 
from ordinary mortals and standing in a special relationship 
with the gods of the various communities they had conquered. In 
the Greco-Roman world , all the important functions and spheres 
of life were thought to be activated by the gods and the object of 
religion was to secure their goodwill by faithfully carrying out 
the prescribed ritual. Since the ruler of the Roman Empire was 
regarded as having been elected by the gods and as manifesting 
their power for the benefit of all, 'it was impossible to consider 
the gods without reference to the emperor,just as to be reminded 
of the emperor was to be reminded of the gods'.4 

There is no evidence to suggest that the average Roman 
citizen thought that the emperor possessed supernatural powers 
or could hear and answer prayers. The emperor as a god was 
associated with all the traditional gods in their temples, but 
never replaced them. The imperial cult was a symbol of the unity 
of the empire: the loyalty of the citizens was fostered by cere
monies taken from religion and focused on the emperor.5 Reli
gious, political, social and economic realities were thus linked 
together. Participation in the imperial cult helped people to 
affirm the values of their society and 'to express their own 
interest in the preservation of the world in which they lived'.6 

The strongest centre of the imperial cult since the time of 
Augustus was in Asia Minor, where the seven churches were 
located. Indeed, there were imperial temples in each of the cities 
addressed by JohnJ By the time of Domitian (AD 81-96), 
emperor-worship had become 'the one religion of universal obli-
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gation in Asia'.8 It was the Emperor Domitian who insisted on 
the designation dominus et deus ('Lord and God') , and in his time 
failure to honour the emperor as a god became a political offence 
and punishable. 

From John's point of view, to engage in the imperial cult is to 
worship the 'beast coming out of the sea' (13:1). Moreover, to 
worship this beast is to give allegiance to ' the dragon', 'that 
ancient serpent called the devil, or Satan, who leads the whole 
world astray' (12:9). This is so because the beast gets his auth
ority from Satan (13:4). In reality, the dragon and the beast are 
'a diabolic duo who function as counterfeit counterparts to God 
and the Lamb'.9 John also sees a second beast coming up 'out of 
the earth', who exercises all the authority of the first beast on his 
behalf, and whose task is to make the earth and its inhabitants 
worship the first beast (13: 11-12) . Its use of great signs to deceive 
people suggests that this beast represents 'the role of false reli
gion in effecting the capitulation of mankind to the worship of 
the secular power'.10 Those who will not worship the image of 
the first beast are to be slain (13:15). Only those who worship the 
first beast receive the mark on the right hand or the forehead, 
enabling them to buy and sell in the commerce of the empire. 
Clearly, economic privation or death await those who refuse to 
participate in the emperor-cult. II 

Two categories of worshippers 
A major theme of this book is the distinction between true 
worship and idolatry. John divides humanity into two categ
ories, the worshippers of the dragon and the beast and the 
worshippers of God and the Lamb. The contrast between the 
two groups of worshippers reaches its climax in two visions at 
the end of the book. The vision of the fall of Babylon (17: 1 -
19:10) represents the judgment coming upon human society in 
rebellion against God - the 'prostitute' seducing people away 
from the worship of the creator by her corrupt practices. The 
vision of Jerusalem (21:9 - 22:9) then portrays the future of the 
faithful in terms of a city where God himself dwells (21 :22) and 
where his servants worship him unceasingly (22:3). The message 
of these two climactic visions is emphasized by their parallel 
conclusions (19:9-10; 22:8-9), which enable John to end both 
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with the injunction 'Worship God!' 'The angel's refusal ofwor
ship reinforces the point: Do not worship the beast, do not even 
worship God 's servants the angels, worship God!'12 

John's Apocalypse teaches that 'the conflict between God and 
Satan takes historical form in the conflict of human allegiances 
manifest in worship'. 13 Satan works through the ordinary struc
tures of society, as well as through the deceits offalse religion, to 
capture the allegiance of people and to turn them from the 
service of God. John directs his original readers to recognize the 
religious dimension to their involvement in the Greco-Roman 
world. While some New Testament writers stress the importance 
of honouring and obeying the governing authorities (e.g. Rom. 
13:1-7; 1 Pet. 2:13-17), John sees the need to warn Christians 
about rendering to God 'the things that are God's' (cJ. Mk. 
12:17). To participate in the imperial cult was to endorse beliefs 
that were alien to the gospel and to yield themselves to the 
control of Satan. Their relationship with God demanded a delib
erate stand against every pressure to conform. In the face of such 
conflicting world-views, they could not simply 'worship' God in 
private but had to consider the social consequences of their 
Christian commitment! 

Although the situation addressed by the Apocalypse is quite 
specific, there have been a number of parallels in the experience 
of God's people ever since. As with Old Testament prophecy, it 
is possible to see different levels of fulfilment for John'S predic
tions. Whenever the state opposes Christianity with its own 
ideology and power, 'the dragon' is most obviously at work in 
the political arena. Christians in every age and culture need to 
discern how this conflict between God and Satan is manifested in 
their own particular context. Acceptable worship involves 
acknowledging and accepting God's claim for exclusive devotion 
and loyalty by rejecting every alternative. In the market-place, 
in politics, in the field of education or the arts, the Christian is 
constantly challenged to make the decisive choice for God that 
Jesus himself made, when he was tested so forcefully in the 
wilderness (cJ. Mt. 4:8-10). 
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The call to worship the true God 
The frightening prophecy of persecution for Christians who 
refuse to worship the beast and to bear its mark (13:1-18), is 
followed by a vision of 'the Lamb, standing on Mount Zion, and 
with him 144,000 who had his name and his Father's name 
written on their foreheads' (14:1-5). Glimpses of the final 
blessedness of God's people are interspersed in this book among 
the visions of judgment to encourage the readers to patient 
endurance and faithfulness in the present. Those who are 
'redeemed from the earth' (14:3) are engaged in the worship of 
heaven, as they sing a new song before the throne and before the 
four living creatures and the elders and 'follow the Lamb wher
ever he goes' (14:4). The implication is clear: only those who 
abstain from worshipping the beast on earth will share, by God's 
grace, in the worship of heaven. John then goes on to give the 
message of three angels, each of which relates to the conflict of 
worship highlighted in Revelation 13. 

Tht eternal gospel 
The first angel summons people from every nation and tribe and 
tongue to 'Fear God (phobithite ton theon) and give him glory, 
because the hour of his judgment has come', and to 'worship 
(proslcynisate) him who made the heavens, the earth, the sea and 
the springs of water' (14:6-7). This 'eternal gospel' summons 
the whole creation to acknowledge God as creator, lord of history 
and judge of all. It recalls the vision of Revelation 4 and the 
claim of the heavenly host that he alone is worthy to receive 
'glory and honour and power' (4:11) from everything that he has 
made. Notwithstanding the message of God's redeeming grace in 
Christ, which is so prominent in this book, the doctrine of 
creation is given as the primary reason for honouring God as 
God or worshipping him. Associated with this doctrine is the 
claim that every human being is accountable to God (if. Rom. 
1:18-25; Acts 14:15-17; 17:22-31). In line with other New Testa
ment passages, Revelation 14:6-7 suggests that evangelism may 
be viewed as a call to worship God appropriately. 

The second angel reinforces the proclamation that 'the hour of 
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his judgment has come' by announcing the fall of 'Babylon the 
Great' (14:8) . The third angel brings a proclamation recalling 
the decree that those who would not worship the beast and his 
image or receive his mark should be persecuted and killed (13:15, 
17) . Now it is revealed that those who do worship the beast and 
bear his mark suffer a much worse fate at the hands of God 
(14:9-11) . When the terrible fury of God is poured out upon 
them, 'There is no rest day or night for those who worship the 
beast and his image, or for anyone who receives the mark of his 
name' (14: ll). God's wrath against the worshippers of the beast 
is then portrayed (16:2) and the punishment of the beast and the 
false prophet who had persuaded people to worship the beast is 
recorded (19:20) . 

The worship of the beast, which is effectively the worship of 
Satan, involves literally paying homage to an image in Revela
tion 13, but more profoundly giving the kind of allegiance to the 
state that belongs to God. This means a life-orientation as well 
as involvement in the emperor-cult. What, then, is the nature of 
Christian worship in the earthly sphere, according to John the 
Seer? 

The priestly service of God's people 
The angelic summons to worship God alone (14:6-7; 19:10; 
22:8-9), broadly calls for submission and undivided allegiance 
to the creator. Beyond that, however, proskynein is not specifi
cally applied to what Christians do here and now, even though 
it is liberally used in the visions of heaven. On the other 
hand, in a programmatic statement summarizing much of the 
teaching of the rest of the Revelation, we find this ascrip
tion: 

To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins 
by his blood, and has made us to be a kingdom and 
priests (to serve) his God and Father - to him be 
glory and power for ever and ever! Amen (Rev. 
1:5b-6) . 

The NEB and NIV have added 'to serve' in the English transla
tion to enhance the notion that the priestly service of the people 
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of God is the end-point of Christ's redeeming work. 14 What was 
promised to Israel at Sinai ('You shall be to me a kingdom of 
priests, a holy nation', Ex. 19:6, RSV) has been fulfilled for a great 
multitude of believers in the heavenly or eschatological assembly 
of the people of God ('from every nation, tribe, people and 
language', Rev. 7:9-15). By virtue of his sacrifice, Christ has 
purchased a people for God from amongst the nations and has 
made them to be 'a kingdom and priests to (serve) our God' 
(5:10; if. 20:6).15 As in the Old Testament, redemption is for the 
purpose of worship or service to God. 

I Peter is the only other New Testament document that points 
explicitly to the priestly role'ofChrist's people. Those who come 
to Jesus are being built into 'a spiritual house', to be 'a holy 
priesthood' (I Pet. 2:5).16 They function collectively as priests by 
'offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus 
Christ'. The broader context of this letter would suggest that 
such 'spiritual sacrifices' are the good deeds performed by Chris
tians in everyday life, in grateful obedience to God for all his 
mercies in Christ (if. Rom. 12:1). 

Peter goes on to explain more precisely how the role and 
function of Israel under the old covenant is to be fulfilled by 
Jewish and Gentile believers in Christ. 'You are a chosen 
people,' he writes, 'a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people 
belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who 
called you out of darkness into his wonderful light' (I Pet. 2:9). 
The priesthood in view is not a ministry within the church by 
certain selected individuals for the benefit of others, following 
the pattern of the levi tical priesthood within Israel. Just as Israel 
was chosen from among the nations by God, to bear witness to 
his character and will (if. Ex. 19:6), the people of the new 
covenant are to serve the nations by maintaining their dis
tinctiveness as 'a holy nation' (if. 1 Pet. 1:15-16), reflecting the 
character of God in all their relationships (if. 2:11-12). 

Another dimension to the 'priestly' calling of Christ's people 
in 1 Peter 2:9 is the charge to 'sound the praises' (tas aretas 
exangeilite) of God. This adaptation of Isaiah 43:21 uses the 
language of the Psalms (e .g. Pss. 9:14 [LXX, 9:15]; 71:15 (70:15]; 
107:22 [106:22]), suggesting that testimony to God's praise
worthy deeds in the gathering of his people is in view. The 
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broader context, however, also suggests that believers fulfil this 
priestly role by giving an account of the gospel to unbelievers, 
whenever the opportunity arises (if. I Pet. 3:15).17 In short, 
Christians are to convey the character and purposes of God to 
the world by word and deed. 

The notion of priestly service in the Apocalypse is particularly 
linked with that of Christ's coming reign on earth (5:10; 20:6), 
when every temptation to compromise and sin is removed. IS 

Visions of the heavenly realm suggest that, as in I Peter, the 
service of God involves glorifying God in word and deed, follow
ing the Lamb 'wherever he goes' (Rev. 14:4). God's people serve 
him or pay homage to him in anticipation now, as they wait for 
the perfection of ' a new heaven and a new earth' (21:1) . 

Although it is not called worship as such, there is a clear 
alternative for Christians to the worship of the beast. Following 
the portrayal of the judgment of God on all idolaters, John's call 
is for 'patient endurance on the part of the saints who obey God's 
commandments and remain faithful toJesus' (14:12; if. 13:1O). In 
their context, such verses function to define Christian worship as 
faith in God's promises worked out in the obedience of everyday life. The 
writer's aim is not simply to warn Christians of the persecution 
they must endure or of the danger of giving in to Satan's 
demands and becoming apostate. He writes positively to encour
age his readers to persevere in their obedience to the Creator, to 
continue in their reliance on Jesus and his saving work, and to 
hold fast to the testimony about the future sent to them by the 
risen Christ (if. 22:16-20). 

The decisive battle in God's eschatological holy war 
against all evil, including the power of Rome, has 
already been won - by the faithful witness and 
sacrificial death of Jesus. Christians are called to 
participate in his war and his victory - but by the 
same means as he employed: bearing the witness of 
Jesus to the point ofmartyrdom.19 

In the context of temptation and trial, God can be glorified 
and served by taking a firm stand against paganism in all its 
forms and by bearing faithful witness to the truth of the gospel. 
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The worship of Christians on earth is the exact opposite to the 
worship of the beast and involves giving proper allegiance to 
God and the Lamb in every circumstance oflife. In 22:6-15, the 
worship of God is closely associated with keeping the words of 
John's prophetic book and living in a godly way, awaiting the 
consummation of history. 

Worship in the heavenly realm 

The point has already been made that the visions of heavenly 
worship are given to encourage Christians to remain faithful to 
Jesus and not to miss out on the joy of serving God and the 
Lamb in the new Jerusalem. In these visions, the heavenly court 
regularly pays homage to God by some literal act of obeisance or 
homage in his presence. This is suggested by the regular coup
ling of proskynein with the verb piptein, 'to fall down' (4:10; 5:14; 
7:11 ; 11 :16; 19:4) or by the expression 'worship before you' (pros
kynisousin enopion sou, 15:4) , with respect to God. Nevertheless, the 
worship envisaged is not simply an act of physical obeisance but 
an acknowledgment of God's character and purposes, as 
revealed in his righteous acts. 

Praise of God the creator 
At strategic points in the Apocalypse, the heavenly host falls 
down and worships God and the Lamb, ascribing certain 
characteristics and mighty acts to them. Here it is significant to 
notice that verbs of saying and singing are regularly coupled 
with proslcynein. So, for example, the four living creatures 'rest not 
day nor night' ascribing holiness to God as creator (4:8-10). 
When this happens the twenty-four elders fall before the throne 
of God and worship him by saying: 

You are worthy, our Lord and God, 
to receive glory and honour and power, 

for you created all things, 
and by your will they were created 
and have their being. 

(Rev. 4:11; if. 7:11-12)20 
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This ascription is fundamental to the teaching of the book, 
since it establishes God's absolute sovereignty over his creation 
and the fact that all life exists to reflect his glory and honour and 
power. The honour that is paid to God in the heavenly realm 
contrasts dramatically with the situation on earth, where few 
hold fast to his words and serve him faithfully. The link between 
praise and homage in Revelation recalls the pattern observed in 
some Old Testament cultic contexts (e.g. I Ch. 29:20-21 ; 2 Ch. 
7:3-4; 29:28-30; Ne. 8:6) . 

The idea that heaven is God's dwelling-place is well-known 
from the Old Testament (e.g. I Ki. 8:30; Ps. 103:19; Is. 66:1). 
Sometimes his dwelling is portrayed as a heavenly temple (e.g. 
Is. 6:1-8; Hab. 2:20), sometimes as a celestial throne-room 
or court-room (e.g. 1 Ki. 22:19-22; Dn. 7:9-10; Zc. 3:1 - 7) , 
and sometimes as both together (e.g . Ps. 11:4). In the inter-testa
mental period, there was a growing interest in the heavenly 
temple, and some identification of it with prophetic teaching 
about the establishment of a new temple in the End-time. 
Jewish writers even spoke about the heavenly temple descend
ing to earth to replace the temple at Jerusalem (if. Rev. 
21 :2-4) .21 John's description of the heavenly realm and its rela
tion to life on earth shows many obvious links with biblical and 
post-biblical teaching. His outline of the ceremonial of the 
heavenly throne-room, however, also shows a striking resemb
lance to the ceremonial of the first-century Roman imperial 
court. 22 

Hymns and acclamations were offered to Roman emperors 
and governors by people from various social stations and 
regions, expressing consent to their rule, praise for their achieve
ments, and hope for the continuation of their reign . The hymns 
and acclamations in the setting of the heavenly throne-room 
point to God's greater and more powerful kingship. They 
acknowledge the magnificent benefits of his rule and look for
ward to its consummation in the overthrow of all his enemies. 
'The result is that the sovereignty of God and the Lamb have 
been elevated so far above all pretensions and claims of earthly 
rulers that the latter, upon comparison, become only pale, even 
diabolical imitations of the transcendent majesty of the King of 
Kings and Lord of lords .'23 The message for those on earth is 
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that public acknowledgment of the kingship of God or testimony 
to Christ as Lord has far-reaching political and social implica
tions (cJ. Acts 17:6-9) . 

Praise of Christ the redeemer 
In Revelation 5, the same heavenly host sings a 'new song' to 
Christ as the Lamb. They fall on their faces before him, as he is 
revealed to be the only one worthy to open the scroll and its 
seven seals, thus setting in motion the final events of human 
history. His worthiness has to do with his redemptive work, 
which is briefly recounted in a credal form addressed directly to 
the risen and ascended Lord: 

You are worthy to take the scroll 
and to open its seals, 

because you were slain, 
and with your blood you purchased 

men for God 
from every tribe and language and 

people and nation. 
You have made them to be a kingdom 

and priests to serve our God, 
and they will reign on the earth. 

(Rev. 5:9- 10) 

A further ascription of praise to the exalted Christ follows, 
echoing to some extent the language of 4:11 - 'Worthy is the 
Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom 
and strength and honour and glory and praise!' (5:12) . Indeed, 
the parallels between 4:9- 11 and 5:8-12 make it clear that 
Christ is being adored on absolutely equal terms with God the 
creator!24 Jesus Christ is not an alternative object of worship 
in this book but shares in the glory due to God. He belongs 
with God, while angels are regarded as fellow-servants with 
all who hold to the testimony of Jesus (19:10; 22:8-9). Prohib
ition of the worship of angels does not prohibit the worship of 
Jesus .25 

Revelation 5 concludes with the response of everything cre
ated , uniting in praise to God and the Lamb as a single act of 
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worship or homage: 'To him who sits on the throne and to the 
Lamb be praise and honour and glory and power, for ever and 
ever!' (5:13; if. 7:9-10) . Remembering that John presents a 
fundamental challenge to those who dwell on earth to worship 
God as creator and judge (14:6-7), it would appear from the 
sequence of visions in Revelation 4 - 5 that only those ransomed 
by the blood of the Lamb can participate in the worship that is 
due to God from his creation. 

Praise for the outworking of God's purposes 
When the Lamb opens the seals to inaugurate a series of judg
ments on the earth (6:1-17), those who are redeemed from the 
nations are pictured as standing before God and the Lamb, 
crying out with a loud voice, 'Salvation belongs to our God, who 
sits on the throne, and to the Lamb' (7:9-10), while the angels, 
the elders and the four living creatures fall down on their faces 
and worship God with another hymn of praise (7: 11-12) . This 
passage suggests that no great stress should be placed on dif
ferences of posture (as if the heavenly host honours God more 
effectively by prostration than standing!). The chapter concludes 
with an identification of the redeemed as those who have 'come 
out of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and 
made them white in the blood of the Lamb' (7:14). The victory of 
Christ in his death and resurrection has become their victory, 
and now they are 'before the throne of God and serve (latreuousin) 
him day and night in his temple' (7:15}.26 

With the sounding of the seventh trumpet, loud voices in 
heaven proclaim that 'the kingdom of the world has become the 
kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he will reign for ever 
and ever' (1l:15) . This provokes the twenty-four elders, who are 
seated on their thrones before God, to fall on their faces and pay 
homage to God with an outburst of thanksgiving: 

We give thanks to you, Lord God Almighty, 
the One who is and who was, 

because you have taken your great power 
and have begun to reign. 

The nations were angry; 
and your wrath has come. 

273 



ENGAGING WITH GOD 

The time has come for judging the dead, 
and for rewarding your servants the 

prophets 
and your saints and those who 

reverence your name, 
both small and great -

and for destroying those who destroy 
the earth. 

(Rev. 11:17-18) 

The heavenly court is grateful because God has exercised his 
powerful rule over rebellious men and women by inaugurating 
the final judgment. The response to the outpouring of God's 
wrath in 16:5-7 is similar in sentiment. 

Praise for the fulfilment of Old Testament hopes and promises 
There are many ways in which the praise of the heavenly host in 
the Apocalypse proclaims the fulfilment of Old Testament hopes 
and promises. So, for example, the expectation that the nations 
would be united in the praise of Israel's God is shown to have 
been fulfilled in the visions of the heavenly Jerusalem (e.g . 7:1-
17; 22:1-5) and is proclaimed in the song of the redeemed: 

Great and marvellous are your deeds, 
Lord God Almighty. 

Just and true are your ways, 
King of the ages. 

Who will not fear you, 0 Lord, 
and bring glory to your name? 

For you alone are holy. 
All nations will come 

and worship before you, 
for your righteous acts have been revealed. 

(Rev. 15:3-4) 

Again, the destruction of 'Babylon the Great', as portrayed in 
Revelation 17 - 18, represents the judgment of all the forces 
opposed to the people of God throughout their history (if. Is. 13 
- 24) . A roar of praise goes up from the great multitude in 
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heaven, glorifying God for his judgments, which are 'true and 
just', and rejoicing that final salvation has come (19:1-3). The 
twenty-four elders and the four living creatures echo this praise 
with cries of 'Amen, Hallelujah!' (19:4). Then a voice from the 
throne calls for all God's servants to praise him and the multi
tude shouts its response: 

Hallelujah! 
For our Lord God Almighty reigns. 

Let us rejoice and be glad 
and give him glory! 

For the wedding of the Lamb has come, 
and his bride has made herself 

ready. 
Fine linen, bright and clean, 

was given her to wear. 
(Rev. 19:6-8) 

Israel's hope of feasting together in the presence of the Lord 
(e.g. Is. 25:6-8) is fulfilled in the new Jerusalem for those who 
are wedded to the Lamb. He is the one who cleanses and clothes 
his 'bride', making her fit to share in this glorious event. This 
picture of the messianic banquet is another way of describing the 
joy of the new creation, as detailed in Revelation 21 - 22. 

I t is clear then that rejoicing in God, giving him the glory and 
praising him are all different aspects of the homage or worship 
that is due to him. Adoration and praise occur in the book of the 
Revelation as the events of the End-time are unfolded or as they 
are anticipated. Adoration and praise also function to recall the 
saving work of God in Christ and to spell out all its benefits. 

The link between heaven and earth 

The doxologies, acclamations and hymns of praise in John's 
Apocalypse have found their way into many Christian songs and 
liturgies throughout the centuries. This has happened because of 
the form as well as the content of these segments. With the 
greatest of ease, they can be adapted for congregational use. 
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Observing this, some scholars have proposed that John must 
have employed sentences and phrases taken from pre-existing 
liturgical sources in the first century.27 Others have argued that 
Revelation reflects a whole pattern of congregational worship in 
the churches addressed, largely influenced by contemporary 
Jewish practices in temple and synagogue, or by those services 
together with aspects of the Hellenistic ruler cultS. 28 It can
not simply be assumed from later liturgical use of the hymnic 
material in this book, however, that Revelation reflects first
century Christian liturgical usage.29 Although elements of Chris
tian and Jewish services may have been interwoven in the por
trayal of the heavenly worship, it is now impossible to separate 
the details and see the basic lines of the primitive Christian 
service. 

Affirming the victory of God 
The elements of heavenly worship have their own special func
tion in the structure of this book: 'they interpret the apocalyptic 
events, the peculiar meaning of which would not be completely 
clear without such interpretation. For this reason, they are quite 
closely linked, as regards their contents at any rate, with the 
visions of the future.'3o John has made eschatological drama 
unfold from a heavenly, cultic setting. The heavenly liturgy 
regularly proclaims End-time realities prior to their presentation 
in narrative form (e.g. 15:1-4), or responds to God's actions in 
history, when they are set forth in a vision (e.g . 19:1-8) . Since 
John was writing a book of prophecy, 'he structured the hymnic 
material so that it would serve a prophetic function, as he knew 
it in the life of the community'. 31 

In particular it is important to notice that the hymnic material 
emphasizes the victory already accomplished by Jesus through 
his death and heavenly exaltation. What remains to be worked 
out in history is an unfolding of the ultimate implications of that 
victory. The scenes of heavenly worship express fundamental 
theological truths represented in other ways in other New Testa
ment books. By this means, John leaves his readers in no doubt 
that the End has come in the historic events of Jesus of 
Nazareth,32 and on the basis he urges them to live patient, 
faithful and godly lives. 
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It is possible that the visions of the eschatological drama came 
to John when he was meeting with other Christians 'on the 
Lord's day' (if. 1:10, 'On the Lord's Day I was in the Spirit'). He 
certainly wrote them down so that they could be read aloud in 
that context (if. 1:3; 22:18-19). If his aim was to encourage 
Christians to maintain their faith in Christ and resist every 
temptation to idolatry and apostasy, the hymnic material, with 
its focus on the sovereignty of God and the victory of the Lamb, 
must have provided the original recipients with every encourage
ment to do just that. By implication, a theology of the Christian 
gathering emerges here. 

Sharing in the worship of heaven 
'Behold, I am coming soon!' says the risen Christ. 'Blessed is he 
who keeps the words of the prophecy in this book' (22:7). Meet
ing together to hear 'the words of the prophecy of this book' 
(22:18) being read and discussed would have been a particularly 
encouraging activity for those originally addressed. A natural 
response to the hearing of this prophecy in the congregation 
would have been some acknowledgment of the truths it expresses 
with acclamations and songs. John does not say as much, but 
such affirmations of trust and hope in God are surely a way by 
which believers on earth may share corporately in the worship of 
heaven and anticipate the unhindered service of the coming 
reign of Christ. 

Against those who have argued that John has made the wor
ship of heaven in some way a reflection of what was going on in 
the churches of Asia in the first century, it is more reasonable to 
suggest that the reverse is true. John wrote to encourage his 
readers to reflect the pattern of the heavenly assembly in their 
life on earth. This could happen when they gathered together 
and in everyday life situations, when they were faced with any 
new sign of the dragon's power or with any manifestation of 
God's wrath. It would be simplistic to say that John wanted the 
churches to imitate the actions of the heavenly assembly or 
merely to sing the same songs. What was needed above all else 
was to reflect the same confidence in God. With the qualification 
that Christian worship means more than singing hymns in 
church on Sunday, it is correct to assert that 'in its innermost 
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meaning primitive Christian Worship was intended to be paral
lel to the Worship ofheaven'.33 

Singing the praises of God and the Lamb is undoubtedly an 
important Christian activity. It is a way of affirming fundamen
tal gospel truths together and of acknowledging God's powerful 
but gracious rule over nature and history. Together with teach
ing and various forms of exhortation, it can strengthen Chris
tians to maintain their confidence in God and in the outworking 
of his purposes in a world devoted to idolatry and every kind 
of God-rejecting activity. Testifying to the goodness and power 
of God in the congregation of his people can be a means of 
encouraging such testimony before unbelievers in everyday 
life. 

The hymnic material in the book of the Revelation, however, 
should alert us to the importance of singing God's praise in a 
way that is truly honouring to him and helpful to his people. Do 
our hymns and songs concentrate on praising God for his 
character and his mighty acts in history on our behalf? Do they 
focus sufficiently on the great truths of the gospel? There is 
always a temptation to focus too much on the expression of our 
own immediate needs. Is the language we use as powerful and as 
simple as in the material given to us by John? We need to avoid 
the extremes of being trite and trivial, and loading our hymns 
and choruses with so much imagery that only the well-instructed 
can appreciate them. Do our hymns and acclamations help us to 
rejoice in God's gracious and powerful rule, acknowledge its 
blessings and look forward to its consummation in the new 
creation? Do they challenge us to take a firm stand against every 
manifestation of Satan's power and to bear faithful witness to the 
truth of the gospel in our society? It is not good enough to sing 
certain items merely because they make the congregation feel 
good! 

Conclusion 

Like Hebrews, the Revelation to John focuses on the heavenly 
realm, where Jesus the crucified Messiah reigns in glory. The 
whole of life is to be lived in relation to the new Jerusalem and 
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the victory of 'the Lamb who was slain'. From the point of view 
of those still on earth, the holy city must one day come down 'out 
of heaven from God' (21:2) . But confidence in the finished work 
of Jesus and his promises about the future is the way to share 
even now in the worship of heaven. Those who remain faithful to 
Jesus will enjoy the fruit of his victory in the full reality of his 
unshakable kingdom. Even those who feel overwhelmed by the 
powers ranged against them and who are persecuted for their 
faith should be moved by John's visions of heaven to live a life of 
joyful service to God in the present. 

Christ's redeeming work creates a community of believers 
from every tribe and language and people and nation. Together, 
they fulfil the destiny of Israel, 'to be a kingdom and priests to 
serve our God, and they will reign on the earth' (5:10) . Old 
Testament promises about the nations being united in the ser
vice of Israel's God are fulfilled by those who belong to the 
Messiah. As they await the consummation of God's purposes, 
they can offer to God the exclusive worship that is due to him by 
taking a firm stand against paganism in all its forms and by 
bearing faithful witness to the truth of the gospel in their every
day lives. The full exercise of their royal priesthood belongs to 
the time of Christ's return and his ultimate triumph. 

More than any other New Testament book, the Revelation to 
John stresses the importance of praise and acclamation as a 
means of honouring God and encouraging his people to trust 
him and obey him. A key aspect of the 'priestly service' of the 
new covenant community is the sounding of his praises. This can 
find one expression when his people gather together and another 
in the context of everyday life and relationships . 
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CHAPTER TEN 

Worship and the gospel -
a summary 

As you come to him, the living stone - rejected by 
mortals but chosen by God and precious to him
you also, like living stones, are being built into a 
spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering 
spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus 
Christ . .. You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, 
a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you 
may declare the praises of him who called you out of 
darkness into his wonderful light (1 Pet. 2:4-5, 9, NIV 

modified). 

Throughout the Bible, acceptable worship means approaching 
or engaging with God on the terms that he proposes and in the 
manner that he makes possible. It involves honouring, serving 
and respecting him, abandoning any loyalty or devotion that 
hinders an exclusive relationship with him. Although some of 
Scripture's terms for worship may refer to specific gestures of 
homage, rituals or priestly ministrations, worship is more funda
mentally faith expressing itself in obedience and adoration. 
Consequently, in both Testaments it is often shown to be a 
personal and moral fellowship with God relevant to every sphere 
of life. 

God is worthy of homage, praise and grateful service because 
he is creator, lord of history, and judge of all. But humanly 
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devised religion receives God's condemnation in Scripture. It 
cannot bring people into a right relationship with God or enable 
them to please him. God must rescue them from the darkness of 
ignorance and the corruption of sin, bringing them to a true 
knowledge of himself, if they are to worship him acceptably. 
Thus, the Old Testament insists that Israel could only draw 
near to the LORD because of his gracious initiative and provision. 
He uniquely revealed his character and will to them, rescuing 
them from captivity in Egypt, and establishing them in the land 
where they could serve him without hindrance. Revelation and 
redemption are the basis of acceptable worship in biblical think
mg. 

God's self-revelation to Israel was particularly associated with 
Mount Sinai, the tabernacle in the wilderness, and then the 
temple in Jerusalem. Here the word of the LORD was given and 
received, and his rule over his people and his presence amongst 
them were powerfully represented. The ritual established in 
connection with these sanctuaries was to be Israel's way of 
acknowledging his kingly presence and God's way of sustaining 
a rebellious and unfaithful people in a relationship with himself. 
His special provisions for Israel were designed to bring blessing 
to the rest of humanity (cj. Gn. 12:3; Ex. 19:5-6). So worship and 
God's covenant are closely linked in Scripture. 

Israel's compromise with other religions and the corruption of 
her worship was a significant factor in the divine judgment that 
eventually came upon the temple and the nation. Nevertheless, 
the prophets predicted that the temple would be restored and 
that Israel's worship would be renewed 'in the last days'. This 
was another way of saying that the covenant would be renewed 
(cj. Jer. 31:31-34). The relationship of the people with God 
would be transformed so that his intention of blessing the whole 
world through them might be fulfilled. The word of the LORD 

would go out from Jerusalem and the nations would be drawn to 
worship God in the fellowship of his people, in his holy 'house'. 
Acceptable worship is thus an important aspect of biblical 
eschatology . 

When the apostle Peter asserts that Jesus Christ is 'the living 
stone - rejected by mortals but chosen by God and precious to 
him', he indicates the fulfilment of these Old Testament hopes in 
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the person and work of the Messiah. God is building a new 
'spiritual house' with Jesus as the 'cornerstone' or 'keystone' (if. 
Eph. 2:20) . This temple of , living stones' is really the community 
of those who have come to Christ. They are 'chosen' and 'pre
cious' because of their link with him. God dwells in their midst 
through his Spirit (if. Eph. 2:21-22) and he has chosen to 
manifest his glory to the world through them. As a 'holy priest
hood' they are called to live out the role given to Israel at Mount 
Sinai and to be 'a holy nation'. But they do this by 'offering 
spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ '. 
Jesus replaces the levi tical priesthood and the sacrificial system 
designed to maintain the holiness of God's people and facilitate 
their service to God. 

The starting-point for Christian reflection on this matter 
appears to have been the conviction that God fully and finally 
manifested himself in the person of his Son. Jesus Christ is at the 
centre of New Testament thinking about worship. He is the 
ultimate meeting point between heaven and earth and the deci
sive means of reconciliation between God and humanity. He is 
the centre of salvation and blessing for all nations. While some 
passages suggest that Jesus is exclusively the new temple, others 
show how temple ideals are also fulfilled in the church. Thus, it 
is inJesus and the community that he gathers to himself that we 
see the full reality towards which the temple pointed. 

At one level, the New Testament shows how the earliest 
disciples were drawn into a worshipping relationship with the 
risen Christ. At another level, we are shown how Jesus made 
possible a new relationship with the Father by means of his 
death, resurrection, ascension , and subsequent outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit. Through the ministry of the Son and the Spirit, the 
Father obtains true worshippers. Thus, the doctrine of the Trin
ity lies at the heart of a truly Christian theology of worship. Each 
person in the Godhead plays a significant role in establishing the 
worship appropriate to the new covenant era. 

Central to New Testament teaching is the insistence that 
Christ's death is the ultimate sacrifice, provided by God to 
cleanse his people from the defilement of sin and consecrate 
them to himself in a relationship of heart-obedience. The victim 
and the priest of the new covenant are one, because Jesus offered 
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perfect worship to the Father by a lifetime of obedience, 
culminating in his death. A special inspiration for Christian 
thinking about the sacrificial significance of Jesus' death appears 
to have been his own reinterpretation of the Passover for his 
disciples at the Last Supper. By means of his sacrifice and 
heavenly exaltation he has opened the way for Jews and Gentiles 
to approach the Father together. They can draw near with the 
certainty that their sins are forgiven and that they have been 
accepted into the life and fellowship of his coming kingdom. 
They can serve him with gratitude and whole-hearted devotion 
because of their trust in what God has done for them through 
Christ. Fundamentally, then, worship in the New Testament 
means believing the gospel and responding with one's whole life 
and being to the person and work of God's Son, in the power of 
the Holy Spirit. 

Evangelism is the means by which people are initially drawn 
to present themselves to God as 'a living sacrifice' . The New 
Testament also shows that, if Christians are to be motivated and 
equipped to serve God in their everyday lives, they need to be 
exposed to an ongoing, gospel-based ministry of teaching and 
exhortation. Throughout Scripture, the word of God is funda
mental to a genuine engagement with him. While it is true that 
worship terminology can be applied to every sphere of life, 
missionary preaching, the establishment of churches in the truth 
of the gospel, and support for such ministry are viewed as 
specific and particular expressions of Christian worship in the 
New Testament. At the same time, they are clearly a form of 
service or ministry to the churches. 

Jesus removes the need for a cultic approach to God in the 
traditional sense. Yet the New Testament demonstrates that our 
understanding of his work can be greatly enriched by viewing it 
in terms of transformed worship categories. His sacrifice on the 
cross, his entrance into the heavenly sanctuary, and his interces
sion for us, provide the only basis for relating to God under the 
new covenant. The whole of life is to be lived in relation to the 
cross and to the sanctuary where Christ is enthroned as our 
crucified saviour and high priest. Indeed, it is ultimately our 
destiny to share with him in the fellowship of that heavenly or 
eschatological reality and to 'serve him day and night in his 
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temple' (cJ. Rev. 7:15). Meanwhile, we worship God as we 
acknowledge these truths and respond to his mercies with grate
ful obedience. What, then, is the character and function of the 
gathering of his people on earth? 

The uniqueness and total adequacy of Christ's work is 
obscured by any doctrine of human priesthood, charged with 
some form of sacrificial ministry in the Christian congregation. 
There are no sacred buildings where God is especially present in 
the gospel era. There is no divinely ordained ritual of approach 
to God for believers under the new covenant. Nevertheless, 
several texts suggest that God presences himself in a distinctive 
way in the Christian meeting through his word and the oper
ation of his Spirit. 

The purpose of Christian gatherings is the edification or 
building up of the body of Christ. We minister to one another as 
we teach and exhort one another on the basis of his word , using 
the gifts that the Spirit has given us, in the way that Scripture 
directs. Edification is to be our concern even when we sing or 
pray to God in the congregation. All this is not a purely human 
activity, however, for God is at work in the midst of his people as 
they minister in this way. Edification is first and foremost the 
responsibility of Christ as the 'head', but he achieves his purpose 
as the various members of the body are motivated and equipped 
by him to play their part. We meet together to draw on the 
resources of Christ and to take our part in the edification of his 
church. 

From one point of view, the gathering of the church is meant 
to be an anticipation of the heavenly or eschatological assembly 
of God's people. It is to be characterized by worship or divine 
service in the form of prayer and praise directed to God and in 
the form of ministry to one another. Worship and edification are 
different dimensions of the same activities. Put another way, 
participation in the edification of the church is an important 
aspect of that total obedience of faith which is the worship of the 
new covenant. From another point of view, we gather together to 
encourage one another to live out in everyday life the obedience 
that glorifies God and furthers his saving purposes in the world. 

The gospel is the key to New Testament teaching about 
worship. The gospel declares to us the ultimate revelation of God 
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in the person of Jesus Christ and the ultimate redemption in his 
sacrificial death. He fulfils and replaces the whole method of 
approach to God associated with the Sinai covenant. The teach
ing and practice of the Old Testament is not discarded but is 
transformed in the New Testament. It becomes the means for 
understanding the work of the Messiah and how we can relate to 
God under the new covenant. Through the gospel message of 
God's mercy in Christ, and through his Spirit, men and women 
from all nations are united in his praise and service. 
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Epilogue 

Anyone could tell from the way the members of this congrega
tion related to one another that their Sunday gathering was an 
expression of genuine Christian community. It was clearly a 
high point in their week, but not the only time when most of 
them met together or engaged in ministry together. Their con
versation, their prayers and their contributions during the ser
vice reflected an obvious concern for one another in a whole 
range of situations. This was no spiritual ghetto, since it was 
clear that members desired to welcome strangers and to minister 
to the needs of those outside their fellowship. Many seemed to be 
actively involved in evangelism, pastoral care, or social action 
groups in the wider community. 

The service began with a time of informal singing, as the 
congregation remained seated and latecomers continued to 
arrive. Song leaders and instrumentalists had carefully planned 
this segment so that people were reminded of the significance of 
their gathering together, distractions were removed, and minds 
were focused on God's character and promises. Every contribu
tion to the service seemed to be motivated by a desire to encour
age the congregation in their relationship with God and with one 
another. This was no entertainment extravaganza, but it was 
certainly an involving experience that was far from dull. The 
time of informal singing led quite naturally to the reading of a 
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few verses from Scripture and a challenge to draw near to God 
with repentance and faith . 

Perhaps the most surprising aspect of this service was the fact 
that it happily combined a set 'liturgical form' with informal and 
spontaneous elements. The prayer of confession, which all said 
together, and the assurance of God's forgiveness which followed, 
were the beginning of the formal liturgy. Song leaders and 
instrumentalists then led another segment of praise and thanks
giving, responding to the reminder of gospel promises which had 
just been given. When two members of the congregation read the 
set lessons from the Bible, one from the Old Testament and one 
from the New, it was obvious that they had prepared well and 
anticipated that God would encounter his people through this 
ministry. 

The sermon which followed was based on one of the readings 
for the day, though it incorporated insights from the other read
ing as well. Sometimes sermons were topical or thematic and 
sometimes they involved the explanation and application of key 
verses from Scripture. Mostly they were systematic expositions 
of biblical passages, working through a series of chapters for six 
to eight weeks, and then moving to another part of Scripture for 
variety of content and style. When a sermon series proceeded 
systematically through a segment of the Bible, home groups were 
encouraged to discuss several set questions each week, based on 
the exposition given that Sunday. Such questions were prepared 
in advance by the preachers, to enable members of the congrega
tion to work hard at discovering the implications of the text. 
With such an integrated programme of adult education in the 
parish, people were more motivated to listen to the Sunday 
sermon and were actively involved with one another in imple
menting its teaching. Many prepared for the next Sunday by 
studying the relevant Bible passage in advance. 

On this occasion the sermon was a careful explanation of a 
brief passage, well applied to the situation of the listeners and 
delivered in a compelling fashion. Since the subject was coping 
with suffering, at an appropriate point in the sermon the 
preacher asked a lady to share briefly how God had helped her in 
her recent distress. This unusual contribution really helped to 
bring the message home. It was one of several creative tech-
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niques used from time to time to involve people in the public 
teaching ministry, giving a voice to their hopes and fears , their 
victories and defeats. You could tell from the way the preacher 
handled the Scriptures, exalting the Lord Jesus Christ and chal
lenging the congregation to relate every aspect of their lives to 
God and his promises, that this was viewed as an opportunity for 
the congregation to engage with God, in the Holy Spirit, through 
his words. The prayer before and after the sermon certainly 
conveyed something of that expectation. 

The hymn after the sermon was carefully chosen to draw out 
some of the consequences of the sermon and enable the con
gregation to make a further response to what they had just 
heard. Then followed a time of announcements and informal 
ministry. A married couple asked for prayer about important 
family matters. A girl shared how God had answered a recent 
prayer and challenged the congregation to be bold themselves in 
intercession. Another person gave news of some missionaries 
who had gone out from the church and offered prayer for them. 
A man and a woman made specific responses to the sermon, 
giving ideas about the practical application of the biblical text. 
When this activity was first introduced into the Sunday services, 
people were slow to contribute, but the right sort of leadership 
encouraged even some of the most timid to share after a while. It 
was really an extension of the sort of ministry that members of 
the congregation were already exercising in home groups 
throughout the week. 

The service leader then began a time of corporate prayer, in 
which he nominated areas of concern and called upon people to 
pray spontaneously about these concerns, closing each segment 
with a set prayer. On other Sundays a few people would be asked 
to prepare the prayer segment in advance and to lead it from the 
front . Sometimes the whole congregation broke into small 
groups, sharing in prayer with those seated near them. The 
matters that were contributed during the announcements and 
time of informal ministry were incorporated into the interces
sions. The focus was not merely on the needs of the local church, 
however, but on the world and its problems. 

On this particular Sunday, a hymn formed a bridge to the 
celebration of the Lord's Supper. A time of preparation was 
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followed by a prayer of thanksgiving for Christ's saving work 
and a recollection of his words at the Last Supper. To express 
their commitment to one another as the body of Christ, members 
of this fairly large congregation passed the bread and the wine to 
each other, using appropriate words. On other occasions, they 
were encouraged to come forward in groups, stand in a circle 
and share the bread and wine with one another. When segments 
of the church were away together for weekends of teaching and 
fellowship, they celebrated the Lord's Supper quite informally, 
in the context of an ordinary meal. 

The meeting finished on a note of thanksgiving and rededica
tion to God. This was expressed in prayer and singing. In fact, 
much of the service seemed to be concerned with what would 
come after - in the time of informal conversation after church, in 
home groups during the week, and in the opportunities for 
ministry that many shared in the neighbourhood, in the work
place and beyond. Although the focus of the gathering was on 
heavenly or spiritual realities, the relevance of these truths to the 
world in which they lived was the preoccupation of those who 
participated. 

Such an outward-looking emphasis, in the teaching, the 
prayers and other contributions, served to enhance and not to 
diminish the importance of the Sunday gathering. The congrega
tion enjoyed meeting together to renew their relationship with 
God and with one another. But it was not the sum total of their 
involvement with each other or the ultimate expression of their 
commitment to Christ! It was a time to draw collectively on all 
the resources available to them in Christ, through the local 
congregation. It was a time to serve the Lord by participating in 
the building up of his body, and to be encouraged together to 
honour him in everyday life. 

This brief portrait of an imaginary church shows what it 
might be like to put into practice the principles enunciated in 
this book, without necessarily discarding everything traditional. 
It draws together insights from several churches that I have 
visited or joined. Of course, the application of biblical principles 
to the life of the local church will vary according to the demands 
of the particular situation. Doubtless, every experiment will have 
its critics and some ideas will work better in one context than 
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others. But a congregation desiring to please God will con
tinually assess its activities and be willing to reform itself in the 
light of Scripture. Members will seek to discover how every 
aspect of congregational ministry may be a means of offering to 
God acceptable worship. 

It may be very difficult in some churches to reassess the role 
and function of the congregational meeting in God's purposes 
and to take stock of what we are doing, Sunday by Sunday. 
Ecclesiastical traditions have a strangely powerful grip on many 
of us and some are fearful of the slightest change. Even the 
terminology we use to describe our activities can be a way of 
holding us back from reform. Indeed, spiritual inertia can justify 
itself in an amazing variety of ways! However, those who know 
and love the Scriptures will be concerned to teach them faithfully 
and to encourage God's people to work hard at applying them in 
the contemporary situation. In churches where significant 
changes are taking place, sermon series are given on the relevant 
themes, parish conferences are devoted to exploring the implica
tions of biblical teaching, and small committees are appointed to 
promote and monitor new initiatives in various areas of con
gregational life. 

Christians of every tradition need to be regularly exposed to 
the breadth and depth of the Bible's teaching on worship and to 
understand how it relates to evangelism, edification, faith and 
obedience. Above all , they must come to grips with the New 
Testament perspective that acceptable worship is an engage
ment with God, through Jesus Christ, in the Holy Spirit - a 
Christ-centred, gospel-serving, life-orientation. 
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