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Life-Giving Liturgy: Why We Do What We Do in Worship 

 James K.A. Smith begins his helpful book Desiring the Kingdom by taking the reader 

on an imaginative journey. He tells a fictional narrative of Martian scouts sent to 

explore what life on earth is like—specifically, what religious life is like among the 

humans. The Martian duo lands their space craft in the massive parking lot of the 

religious center. They proceed into the house of worship through the grand entrance 

bidding them welcome. Inside, they find many worshippers of varying human social 

classes and races—this is a place where people of all kinds are welcome. They continue 

inward and find there are various rooms within this massive edifice. In these rooms, 

worshippers are able to choose their own particular object of worship—there is 

something for everyone. The Martians enter one of the rooms to take a closer look at the 

worship firsthand. Inside there are several icons placed around the room with visions of 

“the good life” represented. They observe as worshippers browse through the icons, 

choose particular religious relics, and proceed to the altar. At the altar, they exchange 

currency for the relics and are assured by the priestess of the value of the relics—“that 

blouse is going to look so good on you.”  Finally, a benediction is bestowed upon them 

as they continue on their journey—“Thank you and have a great day!”1  

 Smith’s description of an everyday encounter at the mall is very telling. People go to 

the mall to purchase a vision of “the good life.” They see the mannequins or models in 

advertisements and picture themselves in those clothes. They imagine what satisfaction 

will fill their soul if they portray that kind of image. They dream of how happy they 

will be when they get to wear them.  Going to the mall is very much a religious 

                                                             
1 James K. A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2009), 19-23.  
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experience for some. But no one has ever taught a class on how to go to the mall, yet 

everyone knows how to do it. Going to the mall—or shopping online—are practices 

that have deeply shaped people’s thoughts, desires, and actions. But how? How have 

we been trained in this practice? What has happened which has actually transformed 

the desires of our hearts? 

 The answer in short is our thoughts and desires have been formed by a liturgy. 

Liturgies come in all shapes and sizes. Some of them are overtly religious, while others 

are not nearly as obvious. But all liturgies deeply affect the way we think, feel, and act. 

 

The Definition of Liturgy  

The term “liturgy” comes from two Greek words which mean “public work” or 

“work of the people.” This can refer to either: (1) the administration of services to 

benefit a local church or (2) the collective work of the people in the gathering of the 

local church.2  

In either case, liturgy came to mean the “prescribed services and formularies to be 

used in worship…”3 These churches used these various practices during their time 

together in order to regularly rehearse the Gospel with one another. These practices 

included: reading Scripture, prayer, confession of sin, communion, preaching the Word, 

singing hymns, etc. We will expound on these further in subsequent sections.  

This liturgy functioned as a weekly ritual reminding them of the reality of the world 

around them. It shaped their worldview by inviting them into a way of seeing God and 

how he interacted with his creation. Author and Pastor Chuck DeGroat compares it to 

                                                             
2 Mike Cosper, Rhythms of Grace: How the Church’s Worship Tells the Story of the Gospel (Wheaton: Crossway, 
2013), 117. and Alan Cairns. Dictionary of Theological Terms (Belfast; Greenville, SC: Ambassador Emerald 
International, 2002), 265. 
3 Cairns, Dictionary of Theological Terms. 265. 
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finding the beat of a song: “The liturgy offers us the beat, gets us back in tune with the 

cosmic harmony, takes us out of our old, life-leeching patterns just long enough to 

allow us to hear the whisper of God saying, ‘Where are you? Come home to me.’”4 As 

humans, created by God, we are called into a cosmic song, a story that is being told. 

Liturgy syncs us with the rhythm of this song, a way of participating in God’s world the 

way God intended his creation to participate.  

 

The Importance of Liturgy 

The regular rehearsal of the Gospel at these gatherings is deeply formational. Once 

again, Smith brings clarity to how these liturgies work to form us. “Liturgies—whether 

‘sacred’ or ‘secular’—shape and constitute our identities by forming our most 

fundamental desires and our most basic attunement to the world. In short, liturgies 

make us certain kinds of people, and what defines us is what we love…Liturgies aim 

our love to different ends precisely by training our hearts through our bodies.”5  

Training our hearts is important, because if our hearts are not lined up with our 

actions, then we a serious problem. Jesus addressed this with the Pharisees in his day. 

In Matthew 15, we find the Pharisees critiquing Jesus’ disciples because they did not 

follow the ceremonial law of washing their hands. Jesus turns their question around on 

them explaining that uncleanness is a problem, but not in the way they think. What 

defiles a person is the evil heart from which everything else flows. The heart is the 

problem. And the heart is what must be transformed so that right action is aligned with 

right motivation. The alternative is what Jesus described as being a whitewashed tomb, 

                                                             
4 Chuck DeGroat. Wholeheartedness: busyness, exhaustion, and healing the divided self (Grand Rapids: Eerdman’s, 
2016), 173. 
5 Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 25. 
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pretty on the outside but full of death on the inside.6  

This kind of training is seen throughout Scripture from the Old Testament 

commands regarding the raising of children to the New Testament calling of Jesus’ 

disciples to follow him and learn his ways.7 In his letter to Timothy, the Apostle Paul 

encourages Timothy to train himself in godliness.8 In his letter to the Corinthians, Paul 

describes the Christian life as a race to be won. Those who want to get the prize go into 

strict training so they may win. They “beat their body and make it their slave.”9 Far 

before the athlete runs the race and secures the prize, she goes through daily 

preparation so she is at her best on the day of the race. She eats a certain diet to ensure 

her body is optimized for performance. She works on strengthening and stretching her 

muscles so they are able to move her body swiftly on the course. She goes on daily runs 

allowing her body to rehearse the rhythms, and she rests so her body can recover before 

pushing it all over again. All of these aspects of training work together so that on race 

day, running is as natural to her as breathing. She has rehearsed it so much it has 

become second nature to her.  

This is the kind of training Christians are also called into. On an individual level, 

this training in godliness is referred to as participating in the Spiritual Disciplines. 

These include Scripture reading, prayer, fasting, silence, solitude, meditating on 

Scripture, to name a few. These Spiritual Disciplines put us in a place to commune with 

the Lord and receive the blessings of that communion—life, joy, and peace. Professor 

Don Whitney puts it like this in his book on describing the Spiritual Disciplines: “God 

has given us the Spiritual Disciplines as a means of receiving His grace and growing in 

                                                             
6 See Mt 23:27-28. 
7 See Deut 6, Ps 145:4, Ps 78:1-4 and Mt 11:28-29, Jn 15:9-17. 
8 See 1 Tim 4:7. 
9 See 1 Cor 9:24-27. 
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Godliness. By them we place ourselves before God for Him to work in us.”10 The 

Disciplines themselves are not what is transformative any more than the gym is 

transformative to the athlete. However, the Disciplines and the gym are both a place 

where transformation can happen. Just as Bartimaeus and Zacchaeus put themselves in 

Jesus’ path, we put ourselves in his path through the Spiritual Disciplines.11 In 

participating in them, we are able to meet with the God who is able to transform us and 

conform us to the image of Jesus. 

While individual Spiritual Disciplines are essential, it is also important for this kind 

of training to be done together with other Christians regularly. This is where liturgy 

comes in. The weekly gathering together of the local church to remember who he is and 

who we are in him is vital to growing in godliness. But this practice did not originate in 

the church. Once the Temple was destroyed by the Babylonians and Jews were spread 

out throughout the known world, the Jews had to develop a more decentralized 

worship. Instead of gathering together at the Temple for worship, they gathered 

together with other Jews in their city. This is how early synagogues were formed. 

Author and former Worship Pastor Mike Cosper describes what this looked like: “To 

grow up there was to have your worldview and life shaped by disciplined immersion in 

God’s Word. In this world, the gathering wasn’t an event designed to wow or impress. 

You didn’t attend as a spectator. It was a place you entered to have your identity 

formed and refined as part of God’s community, living under the testimony and 

authority of God’s Word. Gathering with God’s people was part of an identity-shaping 

rhythm of life.”12 As more and more people heard the Gospel and began following the 

                                                             
10 Don Whitney. Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 1991), 18. 
11 Ibid., 19. 
12 Cosper, Rhythms of Grace, 101. 
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way of Jesus, local churches arose using the template of the synagogue—“immers[ing] 

themselves in the Word and be[ing] shaped by it.” This is the heart of what Paul is 

communicating to the Colossians: “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching 

and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual 

songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God.”13 Sometimes this verse is used to 

describe the Word dwelling inside an individual person. While it is certainly true that 

the Word should dwell inside each person, that is not what Paul had in mind here. The 

“in you” is actually plural and is better captured by the phrase “in you all” or “among 

you.” This is important because it is referring to the Word dwelling in their midst in a 

very corporate sense. The way the Word is meant to dwell in their midst—and our’s—is 

through hearing it taught, being encouraged by it, and singing it as we give thanks to 

God together. The rhythm of being immersed in the Word together shapes us and trains 

us to walk in our true identity in Christ.  

 

Our Ever-Developing Liturgy 

So what does this mean for us as a church? How do we regularly rehearse the 

Gospel and let it shape us? At Redeemer, we have an ever-developing liturgy which 

aims to tell the story of the Gospel with each worship service. A good God created a 

good and beautiful world. People rebelled against God fracturing our fellowship with 

God and all world with it. God through Christ is redeeming humanity and all of 

creation as well. God will come again to restore everything and make all things new. 

Until that day, we work to bring about his Kingdom reign on earth as it is in heaven. 

This is the good news. This is the Gospel. This is the story we try to tell though the 

                                                             
13 Col 3:16 
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different elements of our worship service each week. 

Let’s take each piece in turn. The first act of the story begins with Creation. God is 

holy and good and worthy of our praise. We generally begin with a Call to Worship. 

This is usually a Scripture reading that calls us to action, namely, to worship our 

Creator and King. The Call to Worship is important because it sets in motion the correct 

order of things. God speaks, then we respond. This is the order of creation and our 

liturgy reflects this. We let God speak from his word and we respond in song. Our 

songs are carefully picked so that we have theologically rich as well as emotionally 

stirring songs. Veteran Worship Pastor Bob Kauflin often says we have more songs at 

our disposal than at any other time in history, so it serves us well to be selective.14 So 

once we decide to put a song in our rotation, we categorize the song based on whatever 

category it falls best under—Creation (Praise), Fall (Confession/Lament), Redemption 

(Thanksgiving), Consummation (Charge).  

Next comes the sermon which generally hits each of these themes. At Redeemer, we 

practice redemptive expository preaching, which means each sermon aims to proclaim 

the story of the Gospel as we are working through a particular passage of Scripture. 

We then move to the second act of the story—the Fall. Sin has entered the world and 

fractured everything. We are sinful and in need of grace. The way this looks in our 

liturgy is through singing songs that are more confessional in nature or are songs of 

lament for the state of the world. Through the music of the songs, we are able to express 

emotions in ways we cannot express fully in spoken word alone. Singing these songs of 

confession and lament allow us to embody the emotions that naturally arise from the 

disastrous effect of sin. Occasionally, we will also do this through a corporate 

                                                             
14 Bob Kauflin. Worship Matters: Leading Others to Encounter the Greatness of God (Wheaton: Crossway, 2008), 
110. 
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confession of sin and an assurance of pardon. Much of the time these consist of 

Scripture readings where together we confess our sin and our great need before God as 

well as readings of how God in Christ has pardoned us.  

The third act of the story is Redemption. God is redeeming all the world and 

reconciling it to himself.15 God has redeemed us in Christ. This is seen in the songs we 

sing which highlight what God has done as well as our response of gratitude for his 

saving work. Again, singing these truths helps us express our affections properly. We 

may not feel grateful for what he has done, but singing about our thanks forces us to 

embody the words a bit more. It makes our theology—right thoughts about God—lead 

to doxology—right expressions of praise to God. It is also seen in Communion each 

week as we remember Christ’s body broken for us and his blood shed for our sins. The 

offering each week allows us to corporately give our tithes and offerings as part of our 

worship to the Lord. It serves as a reminder that all we have belongs to the Lord 

because he created us, but also because now he has redeemed us. A couple times a year, 

we also practice baptism which is another beautiful picture of the redemption we have 

in Christ. We once lived a certain way, but we have died. Our life is now hidden with 

Christ and we are alive in him.16  

Consummation is the fourth and final act of our story—God will come again to 

restore all of creation. This pointing forward assures us of the great hope we have in 

Christ. There will be a day when he makes all things new.17 Until then, we work to bring 

about his Kingdom reign on earth as it is in heaven. In our liturgy, this is seen through 

the singing of the doxology together with just our voices. There is something beautiful 

                                                             
15 See Eph 1:10, Col 1:20. 
16 See Col 3:3, Rom 6:11. 
17 See Rev 21:5. 
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about the sound of the voices of the saints singing in unison, calling all creation to 

praise God. It is a reminder of a day coming when every tribe, people, and tongue will 

gather to collectively praise the God who created us. It is also seen in our charge and 

benediction. The charge is something specific to the sermon. It is an invitation to action, 

a call to help bring about “thy kingdom come and thy will be done on earth as it is in 

heaven.”18 We close our time with a benediction, a blessing of God’s presence spoken 

over God’s people as they go out into God’s world.  

And so the story of the Gospel is told and re-told week after week. This is crucial to 

our life in Christ—to hear the good news of Christ and to celebrate this Gospel together. 

We must do this over and over, because how easily we forget the reality of it. The 

author of Hebrews warns Christians “not [to give up] meeting together, as some are in 

the habit of doing, but [to encourage] one another—and all the more as you see the Day 

approaching.”19 The gathering of the local church for weekly worship is a primary 

means of this regular meeting together to encourage one another. We do this through 

the reading, singing, hearing, and preaching of the Word—letting it dwell among us 

richly.20 

Liturgy is important. It is highly formative. We do not come to the weekly gathering 

of the saints merely to observe. Nor do we come to the worship service waiting for a 

singular transformative moment—the song that will forever change us or the sermon 

that will finally help us to get it. These ideas would have been foreign in the early 

gathering of the churches. What makes Sunday special is not that we get to be in the 

presence of the Lord—we have that opportunity every day. What makes Sunday set 

                                                             
18 Mat 6:10 
19 Heb 10:25 
20 See Col 3:16. 
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apart and holy is that we get to encounter God together! We come to Redeemer week in 

and week out to regularly rehearse the Gospel and be shaped by it slowly over time.  

So even if parts of our worship service feel unfamiliar, give yourselves to the 

liturgy—“the work of the people.” Liturgy goes beyond the walls of the church. If we 

fail to cultivate godly liturgies, worldly liturgies will certainly overtake us. Learn the 

liturgy and teach it to your children. Cosper captures its importance nicely:  

“Rehearsed regularly, the gospel becomes part of our way of thinking, seeing, 

feeling, loving, and being in the world. It’s a weekly heartbeat, gathering us and 

scattering us back out to our homes and workplaces, to children’s soccer games 

and board meetings, to chemotherapy sessions and evenings around the dinner 

table. From there, we return to the gathered church, once again rehearsing the 

story, remembering who God made us, singing and celebrating that identity. 

Liturgy that immerses the people of God in the rhythms of grace doesn’t merely 

train them for gospel-centered worship; it trains them for gospel-centered lives.”21  

Together we are being molded and chiseled by the Word of God. Together we are 

telling once again the story of God—who he is, who we were, what he has done, and 

who we are now because of what he has done. Together we are combatting the 

competing stories of our day which offer false claims of “the good life.” Together we are 

placing ourselves before the God who invites us into what is truly “the good life.”  

                                                             
21 Cosper, Rhythms of Grace, 124. 


