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"REMEMBER" AND WORSHIP:
THE MANDATE AND THE MEANS

'M

artin Luther believed that the Reformation was not
complete until the saints of God had two things in their
possession: a Bible in their own tongue, and a hymnal,
which they called a Psalter. He believed they needed the
Book that could lead them to a deeper understanding of
their faith and a companion volume that would help them
express with joy and delight the depths of that faith.
I don't think there can be genuine worship without
those two elements blending together: the declaration of
the doctrines that deepen our roots in biblical truth, and
then the expression of our faith in melody as it flows from
our lips and our voices in song.
A MAN OF PASSION AND
TExAs: WORD), 32.

CHUCK SWINDOLL, DAVID:

DESTINY (DALLAS,

liturgy is hugely dependent on the pastor's pleasure in
reading it.
MARVA DAWN

'The Bible paints vivid images of a universe wholly
II involved in divine worship. So God's people throughout history have valued corporate worship as their crowning
work, believing that "The heart of the Christian life is to be
found in the act of public worship."l
By the mid-twentieth century the crown had so tarnished that A. W. Tozer spoke of it as the "missing jewel."2
His prophetic voice inspired many to pursue the gem. Worship became a priority as books, conferences, and programs sprang up offering recovery strategies. Many of these
new stones lacked the symmetry and purity of the original.
Sometimes they were only a paste imitation that appealed
to the senses but lacked enduring value. Much was made of
Jesus' words that true worship must be offered "in spirit
and truth" (John 4:23-24). Populist teachers said Jesus disdained formal structure and gave us freedom to worship in
whatever ways were culturally convenient and personally
meaningful. With no prescription and only Acts' descriptions, it became fashionable to argue that there is no
authoritative biblical pattern for the corporate worship of the
church.
Today, however, a consensus is growing among evangelical scholars that Jesus did give his disciples a basic paradigm for their formal gatherings. Because the model
assumed an understanding of Old Testament theology, was
practiced by all the churches, and rarely experienced prob-
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lems demanding formal correction, explicit prescriptions
in the New Testament Epistles were unnecessary. The form
was practiced universally to the sixteenth century, at which
time all the Protestant Reformers affirmed it. Its demise
resulted from theological reaction, pious neglect, and the
pragmatic spirit characteristic of American Christianity.
IN SPIRIT AND TRUTH
If we look more closely at Jesus' words to the Samaritan
woman, it becomes clear that he was not eliminating issues
of form in worship. In the first century, the culture had given the Greek verb, "worship" (proskuneo), the connotation
of taking a religious pilgrimage to a place. 3 When the
Samaritan women asked where she must go, Jesus corrected her misperception that "place" alone fulfilled God's
concerns.
"Spirit and truth" was an affirmation of Old Testament
worship priorities. "Truth" denotes worship that conforms
to a true knowledge of God offered in the pattern he prescribes. "In spirit" denotes worship qualified by personal
integrity before God and a full engagement in the offering
(and is not a reference to the Holy Spirit).4 Hence, "spirit
and truth" resonate Old Testament priorities for true worship.s Jesus' words do eliminate all geographical limits
(John 4:21), but such limits were not universally applied in
the Old Testament, either. At times God did accept individual sacrifice offered apart from the Tabernacle/Temple
where God's Spirit resided. But today with the indwelling
Holy Spirit, believers who gather for worship form his corporate dwelling place on earth (analogous to the Temple),
which qualifies them to offer acceptable corporate worship. Jesus' remarks redirected the woman's focus from
external trappings to the true issues that lie behind all
acceptable worship. In this context Jesus' answer begged all
questions of form.

Does this mean that there was no pattern to corporate
worship offered by the Church? Early believers "performed
the liturgy" (Acts 13:32), suggesting a highly organized corporate activity.6 The formal structure of their gatherings is
not described in detail, but there are suggestions as to their
priorities,7 which reveal that they were" far more concerned
with the principles of worship and the spirit which motivates the offering of praise to God."s In their treatments of
019- Testament texts they saw themselves as part of a community like that foreseen by the Old Testament prophets. 9
Hence, their priorities and preaching followed those of the
prophets, emphasizing a wholehearted pursuit of God and
unqualified obedience to the obligations of his covenant
with them. Their record is obscure on questions of form,
but Paul indicates there was consensus about decorum in
corporate worship (1 Corinthians 14:33).
Clearly the early believers shared a common biblical
theology about corporate worship. The apparent absence
of pattern in the New Testament does not mean that their
worship had no common structure. Rather, this may suggest they assumed it was universal and that an astute reader
of the Scriptures would have known the theology behind it
(just as the New Testament often assumes a fuller appreciation of other Church priorities and practices). Therefore,
the search for worship form must not be dominated by the
reductionism that only distinguishes between prescription
and description in the New Testament. It should strive to
reconstruct the biblical theology that lies behind the New
Testament record.
A STARTING POINT

The predominate language of worship in both the Old
and New Testaments stresses "bowing down" in total submission to God as the one exercising power over the worshiper (hishtahavah and proskuneo) 10 and "serving" with an
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attitude of doing whatever God might ask of the worshiper
(abad and latreuo).l1 Worship, whether public or private,
begins as a formal statement of wholehearted obedience to
God. Only those who obey God's requirements for relationship with him are qualified to offer worship that God will
accept. Participation in a covenant with God-and one's
obedience to God's demands through that covenant-are
prerequisites to acceptable worship. Sin, a sign of rebellion
against God, disqualifies the offering. It transforms one's
confessions of submission and obedience into a lie.
The prerequisite of covenant relationship with God
introduces a third concept: "remember" (zakar and mimneskomai).12 A central theme of Old Testament covenant, it
views a covenant relationship in three directions simultaneously. Looking to the past, one recalls the covenant's
inauguration, keeping in mind the nature of the relationship, its promises, and stipulations. In the present, it asks if
the covenant responsibilities are being fulfilled and
demands integrity of both parties. In the future, it anticipates God's unfulfilled covenant promises and confidently
expects their blessings. Remembrance permeates all Old
Testament worship institutions, both seasonal (Exodus
13:3, 9) and Sabbath (Exodus 20:8). When tied to an
action, it denotes an obligatory act of consecration to be
repeated as a center of the gathering of God's people. 13
Conversely, when one "forgets," the relationship has been
forfeited by a failure by one party to fulfill their part of the
covenant. 14 The quintessential act of remembrance for the
Jews was Passover.
Now consider the one, universal New Testament command to "remember." In the Synoptic Gospels within the
remembrance ethos of a Jewish Passover, Jesus gave his disciples a new rite involving sharing the bread and cup
together, spoke of the "[new] covenant/' and then commanded them to "remember." If his disciples understood
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their Old Testament, they would have wrestled with Jesus'
de facto definition of a central act for their formal regathering as a group, analogous to the festivals stipulated at the
heart of Israel's worship in which they were now participating.
Luke's narrative confirms this suggestion. First, he
describes the Upper Room scene: As the climax of his long
journey to the cross nears, "when the hour was come ...
,[Jesus] reclined and the apostles with him" (Luke 22:14),
then "taking bread [and] giving thanks, [he] broke, and
gave it to them" (Luke 22:19). Thel)., only a few verses later,
at the conclusion of his Emmaus story (Luke 24:13-35),
Luke offers a striking parallel to the Upper Room: As
evening approached "it happened that when he reclined
with the disciples, taking bread he blessed it and breaking
it he gave it to them" (Luke 24:30). The parallel suggests
that Luke saw this scene as a re-enactment of the Upper
Room event. This interpretation becomes sure upon the
subsequent testimony of the two, "how [Jesus] was made
known to them by the breaking of the bread" (Luke 24:35),
as if the other disciples would find Jesus' act very significant. In Luke's second volume (Acts), the "breaking of
bread" motif appears as a priority: believers "devoted
themselves ... to the breaking of bread and prayers" (Acts
2:42) and met explicitly to do it (Acts 20:7, where it can be
distinguished from their communal meat 20:11). Luke
presents the Lord's Supper as a point of identity and worship for the disciples when they gathered. IS
The Apostle PauL Luke's travelling companion,I6 presents a similar picture. His technical expression for church
gathering (sunerchomai)I7 associates many corporate functions: mutual edification through the exercise of gift, discipline of individual believers, gathering of offerings, etc. But
when focusing on specific issues raised by corporate worship (1 Corinthians 11:17-14:40), the first item addressed
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is the Lord's Supper, where its improper celebration has
disqualified all else that occurs (1 Corinthians 11:20). In
addition, Paul's well-constructed institution narrative has
become the central text for teaching the rite, but his interpretation of the event is usually overlooked. The memorial
command ("Do this in remembrance of me") occurs twice,
with both bread and cup (1 Corinthians 11:24-25). This
repetition has no Synoptic parallel, indicating Paul stressed
the Old Testament "remembrance" aspect of the act and its
role in covenant renewal. 1B
Therefore, the absence of prescription concerning worship order in the New Testament has been assumed within
the Old Testament remembrance theology used by Jesus to
institute the Lord's Supper, followed by his disciples, and
taught by Paul. It denotes the celebration of the Lord's Supper as a functional focus for worship gatherings.
AFTER THE NEW TESTAMENT
Sources confirm the centrality of the Lord's Table to
Christian worship after the New Testament. Christian leaders throughout the Roman Empire share this viewpoint.I 9
Even the official report of Pliny, governor of Bythinia (c.
111-112 C.E.), to the Emperor Trajan describing Christian
activities may support i1.2o Having "examined" Christians,
he concludes that their primary gathering involved a "sacramentum. " This Latin term, usually rendered "vow," was the
Eastern church's translation for the Greek word, "mystery,"
which still is the technical term for the Lord's Supper. Early
Christians were reticent to reveal anything of it, fearing
misinterpretation of the Eucharist as cannibalism by
nonChristians (as it often was). Pliny's prisoners under
duress likely used this word to denote their weekly celebration of the Table. 21 For the next 1,500 years there is no
record of Sunday gathering of Christians that did not
include the Lord's Supper.

"REMEMBER" AND WORSHIP

83

In summary, a properly understood biblical motif of
remembrance in the Old Testament pinpoints divinelycommanded covenant practices which focused a community's relationship with God and expressed their worship.
When one moves to the New Testament, the command to
"remember" for all Christians is associated exclusively by
Christ himself with one corporate rite, the Lord's Supper.
According to biblical theology, this association argues he
jntended this act to be the organizing focus for his followers' gatherings. Evidence from the New Testament and earliest post-biblical sources consistently show that their gatherings for corporate worship were arranged with this rite as
a central element.
THE REFORMATION AND BEYOND
Today the Lord's Supper remains the focus of worship
offered by all ancient forms of Christianity. Only denominations formed after the Protestant Reformation have lost
it. How did those who profess to be most dependent upon
the Scriptures neglect the biblical theology of remembrance and the priority of Lord's Table? The loss occurred
in three major stages. The first occurred during the Protestant Reformation itself. Its leaders united in teaching a
weekly celebration of the Table as the heart of the church's
corporate worship. (This, in part, explains why its theology
was such an important-and divisive-issue between them.)
Unhappily, outside Germany, civil authorities forbade frequent communion, fearing that the spiritual responsibility
demanded of weekly participation by an unprepared populace represented "too radical a change from the latemedieval practice of infrequent reception of the sacrament. "22 Subsequent Reformed practices and elements of
English Puritanism were fueled by an extremist rejection of
Roman Catholicism that regarded a weekly Eucharist as
"papist," producing liturgical minimalism in their worship.
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The move to America, westward expansion, and the
chronic lack of ordained clergy made matters worse. Congregations sprang up served by non-ordained preachers
who, because of their high regard for the sacraments,
depended on itinerant ordained ministers to supervise
their irregular celebration. For many the Eucharist was a
rare event in church life, and this irregular pattern of celebration became the "norm" in subsequent church practice,
even when clergy became available in sufficient numbers to
allow resident ministry.23
The overwhelming effect of the Second Great Awakening completed its displacement. Originally a revival ended
with a common baptism of converts (Saturday), followed
by celebrations of the Lord's Table according to the pattern
of each congregation participating in the revival (Sunday).
Under Charles Finney's influence the revival emphasis
shifted to the pattern and tools of successful conversion:
preparatory music, an extended sermon, and a call to decision. The pragmatic evidence that revivalist services filled
pews on the frontier gradually overwhelmed the worship
convictions of worship traditions elsewhere. This service
model became standard Sunday worship,24 to be further
strengthened by the Charismatic renewal emphasis. Ask the
average person today to define corporate "worship" and
you'll hear, "The music," or, perhaps, "The preaching."
RECOVERING THE FEAST
Although most agree on the spiritual value of the Lord's
Supper, to include it as a central aspect of regular congregational worship meets many obstacles. One school of
thought argues that "it destroys the welcoming environment that the church tries to create" and "can be celebrated
in a side room after worship. "25 This perspective denies the
very teaching of the celebration's role for Christian community. Others may object that giving it a regular place in
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worship will either require us to reduce something else,
such as semion length or number of songs, or uncomfortably extend the time of the service. These issues are legitimate, but basing our worship practices on fulfilling our
preferences confronts us with an interesting spiritual
dilemma. To act only as we want makes corporate worship
the idolatry of our own desires, transforming our expression of submission to God's will into the satisfaction of our
own flesh.
Many wonder that a too-frequent repetition will make
it mundane and less meaningful. On the one hand, the
argument is transparent for its hypocrisy. We would never
apply this standard to the sermon or the music. On the
other hand, the objection reveals how little we understand
of the themes, motifs, and theological implications taught
by each celebration of the Lord's Table.
Consider some of the possibilities. 26 As a memorial,
the Lord's Supper summarizes all we share together in God
through our relationship with Christ.27 An act of covenant
renewal, it demands our recommitment to obedience
before him, the strengthening of our faith and hope, and
our unity with all believers (past and present) in the church
universal.
As a Eucharist (the exclusive, technical term used by the
church fathers), we give joyful thanks for God's blessing
upon and sustaining provision for his creation. Eating
gratefully accepts "our daily bread" from his hands.
As Communion (koinonia) we share in Christ's person
and his people (1 Corinthians 10:16-17, 21), peace
through our reconciliation with God and unity together in
Christ (analogous to the Thanksgiving Offedng). Eating
affirms our equality in salvation, service, and gifts, and forsaking of all that threatens to fracture our unity as one people.
As an expression of sacrifice, we see the expansive
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nature of Christ's atonement. Eating expresses our union
with him, offering ourselves for the world in submission to
God's will as living witnesses to his character and his work.
As a mystery (a heretofore hidden work of God), we celebrate the wisdom of God (Ephesians 3:9-11; Colossians
1:27) and his Kingdom (Mark 4:11), our union with Christ
through the Spirit, and the bonds uniting every member of
Church throughout space and time (Ephesians 3:4-6; 5:32).
As a foretaste of eschatological banquet (Luke 22:15-18;
1 Corinthians 11:26), we look beyond each celebration to
Christ's return and our reunion with him at that feast of joy.
(The Eucharistic prayers of the early church over the bread
and the cup regularly ended with the cry "Maranatha," as in
1 Corinthians 16:22, meaning flOur Lord has/will come.")
We eat and expect the fulfillment of God's promises, the
vindication of his work and character, and enjoy the sense
of "festival" of that future age even now.
Such variety shows the celebration of the Lord's Supper
is such a deep reservoir of theological expression for the
church that it could function for the worshiping community as the application of every sermon and focus the experience evoked by every song. Rather than continue a rote
statement of its penitential aspects ("Jesus died for you;
consider what a sinner you are. "), those who lead at the
Table have a vast pallet of hues from which to integrate
each new celebration with all the possible themes of congregational worship.

ful practice. When the Eucharist was corrupted, the Reformers attempted its recovery but civil priorities in Europe prevented it. Issues in America displaced it. For those who profess biblicism in the midst of worship renewal, the time is
right for its recovery.
The Lord's Supper, pregnant with theology, offers us an
antidote to the shallowness of our Christian experience
and ~e legacy of immaturity left by self-serving models of
,corporate worship and superficial theologies of the
Church. It demands the formation of biblical community
and provides a foundation for the witness to the world
which represents the presence of Christ. If this is the jewel,
is its setting (the Church) willing to be adorned with it?

SUMMARY
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Based on the remembrance theology of the Old Testament, Jesus' command to "remember" in the Upper Room
designates the Lord's Supper as the central act around
which his followers gather to celebrate their covenant with
God through him. The Gospels and descriptions of the early church support this. History testifies to centuries of faith-
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n our understanding of the Trinity in Christian worship,
the triune God is not only the object of our worship, but
paradoxically by grace, this God is the agent!
JAMES
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1B oth Baptism and Eucharist are acts of human response
to the proclamation of God's Word, but they are above all
the divinely appointed and provided ways of response and
worship. They are not sacraments of what we do but Sacraments of the vicarious obedience of Christ once and for all
offered in his finished work, and forever prevalent before
the Face of the Father in the heavenly intercession and
mediation of his Son. We do not baptize ourselves but are
baptized out of ourselves into Christ who loved us and
gave himself for us, and are incorporated into him as members of his Body. Therefore we do not come before God in
the Eucharist on the ground of what we have done even by
way of response to his Word, for we come with nothing in
our hands but the bread and wine, to feed upon Christ's
Body and Blood and find shelter in his sacrifice and oblation on our behalf. In both these Sacraments of the Gospel
the emphasis is undoubtedly on the human response vicariously fulfilled for us in Christ, and hence even the form
(or the matter) of the Sacrament in each case is determined
for us by dominical appointment. So far as the proclamation of the Gospel is concerned the Sacraments tell us that
even when we respond to its call for repentance and faith,
it is nevertheless not on our repentance and faith that we

must rely but solely on that which Christ has already done
and continues to do, freely made available for us in and
through the Sacraments. As such, the Sacraments provide
the natural basis within our daily physical existence for free
and spontaneous response to the Word of God in which we
do not have to keep looking over our shoulders to see
whether our response is good enough. The very fact that in
our response we are called to rely entirely upon the steadfast and incorruptible response of Christ made on our
,behalf fre,es us from the anxieties begotten of ulterior motivation and evokes genuine freedom and joy in our
responding to God.
THOMAS

F. TORRANCE,

"THE WORD OF GOD AND THE

RESPONSE OF MAN" IN GOD AND RATIONALIIT (LONDON,
ENGLAND: OXFORD UNIVERSI1Y PRESS,

1997), 158-59.

h e most important thing a pastor does is stand in a pulpit every Sunday and say, "Let us worship God." If that
ceases to be the primary thing I do in terms of my energy,
my imagination, and the way I structure my life, then I no
longer function as a pastor. I pick up some other identity.
I cannot fail to call the congregation to worship God,
to listen to his Word, to offer themselves to God. Worship
becomes a place where we have our lives redefined for us.
EUGENE PETERSON

