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S cripture:  Psalm 150:1–6;  I sa iah 6 :1–8;  John 4 :7–26;  Ac ts  4 :23–31; 
Revelat ion 5 :1–14 

B ased on:  The ar t icle “ The Trajector y of  Worship,” by John Koessler, 
Ch r i s t i a n i t y  To d ay ,  March 2011

The 
Trajectory 
of Worship

I t has often been said that Sunday morning 
is the most racially segregated time of the 
entire week. Sometimes that is true, at other 
times not. But it is safe to say that our worship 

hour might well be the most divisive time as we fight 
over different music styles. We have even coined an 
oxymoronic term for these seemingly intractable tensions: 
“worship wars.” How did something that God intended for good 
get so far off track? And, more to the point, how do we get it right?

John Koessler’s article “The Trajectory of Worship” gives us some 
principles that provide a biblical perspective on worship that we all 
need—on Sunday and every day. 

B i b l e  S t u d y

 What’s really happening when we praise God in song? 
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This Bible study can be used for an individual 
or a group. If you intend to lead a group study, 
follow these simple suggestions.

How to use 
this resource 
for a group 
study

1 Make enough copies of the article for everyone                                      
in the group. If you would like your group to have                                

more information, feel free to copy the leader’s guide for them as well.

2 Don’t feel that you have to use all the material in the study. Almost all of 
our studies have more information than you can get through in one 

session, so feel free to pick and choose the teaching information and 
questions that will meet the needs of your group. Use the teaching content of 
the study in any of these ways: for your own background and information; to 
read aloud (or summarize) to the group; for the group to read silently.

3 Make sure your group agrees to complete confidentiality. This is essential 
to getting people to open up.

4 When working through the questions, be willing to make yourself 
vulnerable. It ’s important for your group to know that others share their 

experiences. Make honesty and openness a priority in your group.

5 Begin and end the session in prayer.
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Part 1 Identify the Current Issue
N o t e  t o  l e a d e r :  Pr o v i d e  e a c h  p e r s o n  w i t h  t h e  C h r i s t i a n i t y  T o d ay  a r t i c l e 
“ T h e  Tra j e c t o r y  o f  Wo r s h i p,”  i n c l u d e d  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h i s  s t u d y.

John Koessler has a confession to make: 

I find that I have reached a stage in life where most of the music I hear in church is 
“their” music, whoever “they” are. That is to say, I have reached a stage in life where 
most of the music I hear in church annoys me. I do not mean to be a musical snob. 
Indeed, I think of myself as an eclectic. I was raised on Bix and Beethoven. I came 
of age in the era of the Beatles. The buttons on my car radio are set to classical, 
country, oldies, rock, and even Christian music. I think of myself as someone who has 
been baptized by immersion in the waters of musical diversity. Yet somehow when 
Sunday comes, all my musical sophistication dissolves, and I am reduced to that most 
primitive test of aesthetic values: “I may not know what art is, but I know what I like.” 
Or, rather, “I may not know what worship is, but I know what it isn’t.”

We’ve all been there—or perhaps we’re there right now. Musical worship, instead of 
drawing us into the Lord’s presence, merely annoys us. Instead of joining voices and 
hearts with fellow believers, secretly we harbor a grudge. We want to worship God our 
own way, “the way we’ve always done it,” and so on. Yet the dichotomy between what our 
lips and our hearts say leaves us uneasy, perhaps feeling a little guilty. How do we address 
this dissonance? 

Discussion Starters:
[Q] What kind of worship music did you grow up on (if applicable)? Do you still 
enjoy it?

[Q] Today are you more a fan of traditional or of contemporary worship music?

[Q] In what ways can we worship God besides music?

[Q] Does the prospect of worshiping God forever in heaven seem boring or exciting? 
Why?

[Q] What do you do if you don’t like a particular hymn or worship song that your 
church is singing?
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Part 2 Discover the Eternal 
Principles
Teaching Point One: Worship begins with God—but it doesn’t 
stay there.

Koessler makes the point that often our approach to worship is self-centered. “Like 
most churchgoers, I tend to view worship as something that moves from earth to 
heaven,” he writes. “We think of worship as something that originates with us, our gift 
to God. Perhaps this is why so many of us are conflicted about it.” The prophet Isaiah, 
during a time of national upheaval, didn’t have that problem. That’s because he had a 
vision of God, and an accurate understanding of himself. These two things made him 
set aside his own agenda and pursue the Lord’s.

Read Isaiah 6:1–8.

[Q] Uzziah has died (v. 1), and the kingdom is in upheaval. What lifts Isaiah’s eyes 
and heart heavenward? Describe what he saw in the first two verses. How do you 
think his perspective was changed?

[Q] In what two ways do the seraphs describe God (v. 3)? How do they induce  
our worship? 

[Q] Verse 4 indicates the powerful presence of God, something that produces 
shock and awe in Isaiah. Do you have a similar sense of fear when you come to 
worship? Why or why not?

[Q] Isaiah is filled with fear and remorse for his sins and those of his people (v. 5). 
How does repentance factor into true worship? 

• How should repentant people approach the “worship wars”?

[Q] How does God respond to repentance (vv. 6–7)? How does his mercy 
encourage even more worship?

[Q] Isaiah’s worship turns to service (v. 8). Describe a time when your worship 
prompted you to similarly drop your agenda to pursue God’s.

Optional Activity: Read Revelation 4:6–9 and compare it  with      
Isaiah’s vision.
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Teaching Point Two: Worship God any and every way you can.

Koessler looks at Psalm 150 and notes, “The psalmist’s portrait of worship is noteworthy 
because it is so specific. One thing is clear from his description in Psalm 150:3–5: It 
is appropriate to worship God with music.” But he also adds, “First, we don’t have to 
please everyone when it comes to worship. Given the variety of styles and tastes, it is not 
possible to please all people all the time. I am certain that the psalmist’s style of music 
would sound alien to my ears. If that’s true, I don’t need to be ashamed of the fact that I 
really do hate some of the music I hear in church, nor be upset that not everyone agrees 
with my judgment.” Psalm 150 points to great variety in worship music, but at its core it 
calls us to worship in every way possible.

Read Psalm 150:1–6.

[Q] Count how many times the psalm urges us to praise the Lord—the Hebrew 
word is hallelujah. Why is God-praise so important? 

[Q] Where does God tell us to praise him?

[Q] List what reasons we have to worship him. What other of his attributes can you 
worship him for?

[Q] Note the instruments of music mentioned in this psalm. What other 
instruments do you like to hear in worship? Why?

[Q] Verse 6 makes it clear that no one is exempted from worshiping God. How does 
this apply, if at all, to the “worship wars”? 

Teaching Point Three: The Lamb is the focus of our worship.

Koessler emphasizes repeatedly that worship starts with God—but not just any God. 
“We find the same trajectory of worship in Revelation 5,” Koessler says. “John, who 
has been caught up to heaven and sees an innumerable multitude of angels and saints 
surrounding the throne of God, hears the angels declaring the worthiness of the Lamb 
‘to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!’” 
The Lamb, of course, is Jesus Christ, who died as a sacrifice for our sins. Worship of this 
Lamb is not only nice; it’s necessary.

Read Revelation 5:1–14.

[Q] John sees no one worthy to open the scroll of God (vv. 1–4). This is unbearably 
sad news for John. This unworthiness of mankind extends to all who would worship 
God. What might a sense of our unworthiness have to do with our musical worship? 
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Optional Activity: One of the elders tel ls  John that Someone is  wor thy 
to open the scroll  (v.  5).  List  his  names mentioned in this  verse,  and use a 
study Bible to discover what they mean. How does this  identif ication help 
you to worship him?

[Q] Describe the scene of the Lamb taking the scroll and the worship that breaks out as a 
result (vv. 6–14). What reasons are we given for worshiping him?

Teaching Point Four: Worship strengthens us in evangelism.

Koessler writes, “Worship is by nature answering speech. Like a musical instrument in which 
one plucked string causes all the other strings to resonate, earthly worship resonates with the 
worship of heaven.” Indeed it does, as this passage shows, and the resonance can shake us up 
to turn our world upside down.

Read Acts 4:23–31.

[Q] The Jerusalem church has just experienced persecution, with Peter and John jailed for 
preaching the gospel. Upon their release, they return to the church (v. 23). How does the 
church respond (v. 24)? 

[Q] How do they describe what God has done (vv. 24–28)? 

[Q] What do they ask him to do (vv. 29–30)? 

• Note that they don’t ask him to remove the persecution. What does this tell us 
about their focus in worship?

[Q] What is God’s response (v. 31)? Have you ever experienced a similar answer to prayer? 
If so, tell us about it. 

Teaching Point Five: We must worship God in spirit and in truth.

Sometimes we think that we need certain elements in order to worship God properly. In music, 
we turn to time-tested hymns, “praise songs,” pianos, and the like. Or we think incense or other 
accoutrements make worship worship. “[T]he quality of music is not always the most important 
factor in our worship experience,” Koessler notes. “Clearly some music is better than other 
music. A Beethoven piano concerto is qualitatively better than ‘Chopsticks.’ Part of me wants 
to believe we should offer God only the best. Yet the worship music that moves me most and is 
the most effective vehicle for helping me to enter God’s presence is not always the best music.”
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Though always giving God our best is important, Jesus wasn’t too specific about how to 
worship. He said only two things in worship are really necessary. Read John 4:7–26.

Samaria was a thorn in the side of any serious Jew in Bible times (Matt. 10:5; Luke 9:52–53). 
Its inhabitants engaged in a syncretistic, false form of worship and had done so for centuries. 
Yet Jesus engaged a Samaritan—and not just any Samaritan, but a Samaritan woman (v. 7), and 
not just any Samaritan woman, but one with a loose reputation (vv. 16–18).

[Q] The woman, face to face with a prophet (v. 19), changes the subject to the “worship 
wars” (v. 20) Jesus answers plainly, yet charitably (vv. 21–24). How does his answer serve as 
a model for us in such things?

[Q] What two elements does God require of those who worship him (v. 24)? What do 
they mean? 

Le a d e r ’s  N o t e :  T h e y  a r e  r o o t e d  i n  G o d ’s  n a t u r e  a s  S p i r i t  a n d  Tr u t h .

Part 3 Apply Your Findings

The “worship wars” are real, Koessler allows, but they are temporary. “Worship is not a private 
practice,” he points out. “It is the chief work of heaven and the duty of every creature. A day will 
come when our conflict and mutual discomfort over the church’s worship will end.” How do we 
attain this heavenly perspective here on earth, when the hurts, slights, and frustrations are so real?

First, we remember that worship begins with God, not us. Second, we are to worship God any 
way we can. Third, we focus on Jesus, the Lamb of God who is worthy of our worship. Fourth, we 
realize that worship, if it is about God, will strengthen us to serve him in things like evangelism. 
Fifth, when we worship, the key thing to remember is that we must worship in spirit and in 
truth. While remembering these things won’t guarantee that we will not struggle over music and 
worship, it will help us to keep things in perspective and keep God paramount.

Action Point: Poll  the members of  your group and discover who has musical 
talents (vocal or instrumental) .  Schedule one of your group meetings with 
musical  worship as the primar y focus.

		  — Stan Guthrie is author of All That Jesus Asks: How His Questions Can Teach 	
		       and Transform Us (Baker Books). A CT editor at large, he writes monthly 
	     	        for BreakPoint.org and Crosswalk.com. Stan blogs at stanguthrie.com. 
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Recommended Resources

¿ ChristianBibleStudies.com

      We offer both multi-session and single-session studies on worship
		
¨ True Discipleship: The Art of Following Jesus, by John Koessler (Moody, 2003). If we 
truly believe Jesus Christ is not only the Son of God, but also our Savior and Lord, it 
is reasonable for others to expect to see proof of our commitment to him in the way we 
live. That evidence is what biblically-minded Christians call discipleship. “Discipleship 
is faith expressed in real life, every day, in every way,” says noted author and lifelong 
disciple John Koessler. But there is more to it than merely watching your language on 
the loading dock or dropping a few coins in a charity donation box. Discipleship implies 
a living relationship with the Christ we love, serve, and seek to imitate. For most of us 
there is room in this relationship for considerable improvement. If improvement is your 
goal, Koessler will take you on an incredible journey. This contemplative and practical 
book, along with its separate companion guide, will help you find the tools you need to 
deepen your commitment to Christ.

¨ Resonant Witness: Conversations between Music and Theology, edited by Jeremy S. 
Begbie and Steven R. Guthrie (Eerdmans, 2010). A new volume that takes us deeper 
into the theological significance of music.

¨ Resounding Truth: Christian Wisdom in the World of Music, by Jeremy S. Begbie 
(IVP, 2007). Even fallen humans can compose soul-stirring symphonies. Theologian 
and musician Begbie helps Christians uncover the gospel message in the melodies that 
surround us; discover God’s diversity shining through sound; see the Master of Song; 
and experience the harmony of heavenly hope. Features practical examples from a wide 
variety of genres, lucid explanations, and an accessible bibliography.

¿ The Cyber Hymnal. This site has over 8,300 Christian hymns & Gospel songs from 
many denominations. It has lyrics, sheet music, audio, pictures, biographies, history, 
and more. To use the site effectively, you’ll need speakers or head phones, a sound card, 
JavaScript enabled, and a browser or plugin that can play MIDI files. hymntime.com/
tch/.

www.christianbiblestudies.com
http://www.christianitytoday.com/biblestudies
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/worship.html
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/prayerworship.html
http://hymntime.com/tch/
http://hymntime.com/tch/
http://hymntime.com/tch/
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The



WORSHIP   COVER STORY

he first time  I can remember singing 
from a hymnal was in 1972. It was the year 
between high-school graduation and college, 
the year I got my first full-time job. That year 

my mother’s health began to fail, and my world 
shifted on its axis as I started to follow Jesus. That 
was the year I began to attend Glad Tidings, a plain 

concrete bunker of a church, whose colored windows reminded me 
more of ashtray glass than cathedrals. 

Glad Tidings was a Pentecostal church, but of the reserved vari-
ety. Their Azusa Street brethren might whoop and dance. Let other 
congregations swoon in ecstasy, ravished by the Spirit, or speak in 
the mysterious languages of men and angels. Not the folks at Glad 
Tidings. It’s not that they didn’t believe in such things. They were 
convinced that God had the power to interrupt the service at any 
moment. He might send them all into a fit of shouting that lasted for 
days. Indeed, they prayed for such things to occur. But they never 
acted as if they actually expected he would. 

Most of the time, or so it seemed, God respected their suburban 
sensibilities and kept a polite distance. But every so often the Spirit 
would stir the congregation the way the angel stirred the waters 
of Bethesda, and one or two voices would cry “Glory” or “Amen.” 
They were always the same voices, of course. They never made this 
declaration at any volume that would disturb our decorum. But it 

was loud enough for all of us to hear. Just loud enough to let the rest 
of us know there was glory afoot. 

RED HYMNALS AND CAMPFIRE ROUNDS
Glad Tidings was less self-conscious about singing. Three or four 
times during the service, the entire congregation reached for the old 
red hymnals in the pew racks and gave voice to their faith. The dog-
eared hymnal pages were illuminated by the penciled scrawls and 
stick figures of bored children. The stanzas below those hieroglyphics 
depicted the pilgrim life of Jesus’ followers as one of wandering and 
weariness, tears and tarrying. 

	 We were passing through the valley. 
	 We were camped on the banks of the river.
	 We were sinking deep in sin. 

The hymn writers helped us get our bearings by pointing to the 
milestones along the way. 

	 We were at Bethel with Jacob. 
	 We were drinking water from the rock with Moses. 
	 We were in the Garden with Jesus. 

I wouldn’t describe the melodies of those old hymns as pretty. 
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What’s really 
happening  
when we praise 
God in song?  
By John Koessler

Trajectory
of

Worship



They seemed strange to me, as archaic as the shape-note harmonies 
of the Sacred Harp, from which many of them were hewn. They 
exuded a kind of musty charm for me, the way my grandmother’s 
house did with its ancient wood and iron stove. Something about 
them reminded me of the songs my father and uncles sang after they 
had drunk too much beer. Songs with titles like “Let Me Call You 
Sweetheart” and “On the Road to Mandalay.” Those hymns rolled 
along with a rhythm that was so predictable, you didn’t need to know 
the words or the melody to sing them. If you knew one hymn, it 
seemed, you knew them all. And if you didn’t know it, you had only 
to wait a stanza or two to sing it like you knew it. 

The songs we had sung the night before at the Lost Coin Coffee 
House were different from the hymns we sang in church. The Lost 
Coin was located in the Sunday school building just across the park-
ing lot from Glad Tidings. At the Lost Coin, we worshiped God with 
campfire rounds led by a gangly guitar player named Mike who prayed 
daily for the salvation of Bob Dylan and George Harrison. The songs 
we sang at the Lost Coin were simpler, based on a handful of chords 

and a seemingly endless repetition of the chorus. We didn’t mind. 
If anything, their simplicity made them even easier to sing than the 
old gospel songs. We sang them with enthusiasm. We clapped. We 
stomped. We sang in antiphonal rounds. We mirrored the meaning of 
the words with hand gestures. If someone had taken the words of Psalm 
119 and fit them to the tune of “Bingo” (“There was a farmer had a dog 
and Bingo was his name-o”), we would have sung it. All 176 verses. 

The songs we sang at the Lost Coin were fun. But fun is not the 
word I would use to describe the hymns of the church. If the campfire 
rounds we enjoyed at the coffeehouse taught us that we could lift our 
voices in worship, those old hymns taught us how to lift our gaze. The 

God spoken of in those songs was not fun but immortal and invisible. 
He was so holy we had to say it three times. “Man of Sorrows, what a 
name,” we cried, “Hallelujah! What a Savior!” Those were the kinds 
of songs that caught in your throat and moved you to tears. The kind 
that made you stand a little straighter and sing a little louder.

Now, 38 years later, I find that I have reached a stage in life where 
most of the music I hear in church is “their” music, whoever “they” 
are. That is to say, I have reached a stage in life where most of the 
music I hear in church annoys me. I do not mean to be a musical 
snob. Indeed, I think of myself as an eclectic. I was raised on Bix 
and Beethoven. I came of age in the era of the Beatles. The buttons 
on my car radio are set to classical, country, oldies, rock, and even 
Christian music. I think of myself as someone who has been baptized 
by immersion in the waters of musical diversity. 

Yet somehow when Sunday comes, all my musical sophistication 
dissolves, and I am reduced to that most primitive test of aesthetic 
values: “I may not know what art is, but I know what I like.” Or, rather, 
“I may not know what worship is, but I know what it isn’t.” When 

the worship leader reminds me that worship “isn’t 
about me,” I try to take it to heart. I really do. Nev-
ertheless, more often than not, I walk into church 
hoping to be a worshiper and leave a curmudgeon. 
A chastened curmudgeon. A repentant curmudgeon. 
But a curmudgeon nonetheless. 

	
REVERSING FIELD
I have concluded that the root of my problem is one of 
vertigo, not aesthetics. What I need is not a change of 
tune so much as a reorientation along worship’s true 
trajectory. Like most churchgoers, I tend to view wor-
ship as something that moves from earth to heaven. 
We think of worship as something that originates 
with us, our gift to God. Perhaps this is why so many 
of us are conflicted about it. We consider worship to 
be an expression of our personal devotion. So when 
the musical style or some expression gets in the way, 
we don’t feel like it is our worship at all. It is someone 
else’s idea of worship. Perhaps the worship leader’s 
or that of the majority. But not our own.

The biblical portrait of worship moves in the 
opposite direction. The trajectory of heavenly wor-
ship begins with God and descends to earth. This tra-
jectory is reflected in Psalm 150, where praise begins 
in the heavenly sanctuary and resounds throughout 
the domain of God. From there it is taken up by those 

on earth, who praise God with a variety of instruments and danc-
ing, until “everything that has breath” praises the Lord (Ps. 150:6). 

We find the same trajectory of worship in Revelation 5. John, 
who has been caught up to heaven and sees an innumerable multi-
tude of angels and saints surrounding the throne of God, hears the 
angels declaring the worthiness of the Lamb “to receive power and 
wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!” 
Revelation 5:13 continues: “Then I heard every creature in heaven 
and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in 
them, saying: ‘To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be 
praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!’ ”

T H E  T R A J E C T O R Y  O F  W O R S H I P

The root of my problem is one of vertigo,  
not aesthetics. What I need is not a change  
of tune so much as a reorientation along  
worship’s true trajectory. 
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In his book Working the Angles, Eugene Peterson makes an obser-
vation about prayer that applies to worship in general. “Prayer is 
answering speech,” Peterson writes. “The first word is God’s word. 
Prayer is a human word and is . . . never the initiating and shaping 
word simply because we are never first, never primary.” Worship is 
by nature answering speech. Like a musical instrument in which one 
plucked string causes all the other strings to resonate, earthly worship 
resonates with the worship of heaven. Worship is not our attempt to 
project our voices so that they will be heard in heaven. Neither is it a 
performance executed on the earthly stage for the benefit of a spectator 
God. It is certainly not something we do primarily for ourselves, as if 
it were a kind of self-amusement or spiritual entertainment. 

In a sermon entitled “Praise, One of the Chief Employments of 
Heaven,” Jonathan Edwards explained, “Let it be considered that the 
church on earth is the same society with those saints who are prais-
ing God in heaven. There is not one church of Christ in heaven and 
another here upon earth.” This means that when the church gathers 
for worship, it engages in a heavenly activity. The worshiping church 
does not merely imitate what goes on in heaven. It participates in 
heaven’s worship. Like one who walks into the church sanctuary 
after the service has started, those who worship on earth move into 
something that is already in progress. We take up a theme that was 
begun by others before the throne of God, adding our voices to theirs. 

Consequently, the worshiping church is part of a much larger con-
gregation. It is one that includes patriarchs and prophets, saints and 
angels. No wonder Edwards called worship “the work of heaven” and 
observed, “If we begin now to exercise ourselves in the work of heaven, 
it will be the way to have foretastes of the enjoyments of heaven.”

A HEAVENLY CONGREGATION
The psalmist’s portrait of worship is noteworthy because it is so specific. 
One thing is clear from his description in Psalm 150:3–5: It is appropri-
ate to worship God with music. Most believers agree with this. What 
we often don’t agree on is the kind of music and which instruments to 
employ in this worship. The reasons for our differences are varied and 
far more complex than we realize. Some of our differences are a function 
of culture and taste. We grow accustomed to certain instruments and 
prefer particular styles. I like the music I grew up with. I hate the music 
my kids listen to. But personal tastes change. My father was a huge fan 
of jazz, not the “cool jazz” of today but old school jazz: Bix Beiderbecke, 
Louis Armstrong, and Fats Waller. As a kid, I hated his music. When I 
became an adult, especially after my father died, I found that I liked it 
because it reminded me of him. This is not unusual. Personal experiences 
shape our musical preference. So do society and culture. 

But even deeper reasons remain for our reaction to the music 
we hear in church. In his book Resounding Truth, Duke theologian 
Jeremy Begbie writes that music not only reflects a social and cultural 
order, it is also embedded in what he calls a “sonic order.” Music  
“. . . involves the integrity of the materials that produce sound and 
of sound waves, the integrities of the human body, and the integrity 
of time.” “When we hear music,” Begbie writes, “a whole range of 
elements are pulled together—in particular, our state of mind and 
body, memories and associations, social and cultural conventions, 
and other perceptions that come along with the musical sounds. 
Together, these greatly affect the meaning the music will have for us.”

What does this mean for us as far as worship is concerned? For 

one thing, it means that we cannot help being profoundly affected 
by the music we hear. Music affects us on every level: neurological, 
physiological, aesthetic, and emotional. When someone says to me, 
“I just can’t worship to that music,” I believe them. But the psalm-
ist’s description of the worship of heaven suggests that the variety 

of musical styles, the instruments used, and the methods the church 
employs in its worship should exceed the scope of taste. 

SIMMERING DIFFERENCES
In light of this, three suggestions arise almost spontaneously. They 
are not new thoughts by any means, but they bear repeating, given 
that tensions surrounding worship are always simmering below the 
surface of congregational life.

First, we don’t have to please everyone when it comes to worship. 
Given the variety of styles and tastes, it is not possible to please all 
people all the time. I am certain that the psalmist’s style of music 
would sound alien to my ears. If that’s true, I don’t need to be ashamed 
of the fact that I really do hate some of the music I hear in church, 
nor be upset that not everyone agrees with my judgment.

Second, the quality of music is not always the most important factor 
in our worship experience. Clearly some music is better than other 
music. A Beethoven piano concerto is qualitatively better than “Chop-
sticks.” Part of me wants to believe we should offer God only the best. 
Yet the worship that moves me most and is the most effective vehicle 
for helping me to enter God’s presence is not always the best music. 

Third, it is not our differences in taste but rather our mutual 
contempt and lack of respect that have caused the most damage in 
the church. What has hurt us most has been our unwillingness to 
acknowledge that all of us have sacrificed in some measure when it 
comes to the church’s experience of worship. 

Worship is not a private practice. It is the chief work of heaven 
and the duty of every creature. A day will come when our conflict 
and mutual discomfort over the church’s worship will end. Until then 
we must muddle through the best we can by reminding ourselves 
that we are part of a much larger congregation—one populated by 
patriarchs and prophets, saints and angels, where we are invited to 
join a chorus that began on the first day of creation. The first notes 
were sounded by those who surround the throne in heaven. Their 
theme echoes through the rest of God’s domain. All that remains is 
for us to add our voices to their song.

John Koessler is professor of pastoral studies at Moody Bible Institute 

and author of the forthcoming Folly, Grace, and Power: The Mysterious Act  

of Preaching (Zondervan). Part of this article appeared in a PreachingToday 

.com sermon, “The Hallelujah Chorus.” 

Go to ChristianBibleStudies.com for “The Trajectory of Worship,” a Bible 

study based on this article.
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When the church gathers for 
worship, it engages in a heavenly 
activity. The worshiping church 
does not merely imitate what 
goes on in heaven. It participates 
in heaven’s worship.
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We Thee Wed
Christianity Today’s August cover story, 

“The Case for Early Marriage,” much 

impressed me. My husband and I com-

menced a life of hardship at ages 20 and 

18, respectively. We married because we 

felt we were supposed to, and stayed 

together for the same reason. Family 

and friends believed our marriage was 

doomed. 

Eight years later, I can see that all of 

our troubles were rooted in the curse 

words of marriage: opinions, preferences, 

and rights. If we train our children to lay 

these things down and devote them-

selves to showing their spouses the love 

of Christ, early marriage won’t be so 

controversial. 

A������� M��������

Rome, Ohio

Mark Regnerus does a great job of 

describing what’s going on in Christian 

culture. But his solution—“weddings all 

around, except for the leftover Christian 

women”—doesn’t correspond to the prob-

lem. This is because he fails to address the 

spiritual aspect of unchastity. Marriage 

may make sex okay, but it does not make 

a spiritual posture of disobedience okay. 

That’s why I found his dismissal, “It 

is unreasonable to expect [young Chris-

tians] to refrain from sex,” so discourag-

ing. In fact, our reasonable act of worship 

goes far beyond abstinence. We can’t 

strengthen marriage until we encour-

age each other with the fact that we can 

resist any temptation. But who is telling 

unmarried Christians that it’s not too 

hard to be a virgin indefinitely? By exten-

sion, who is telling them that a lifelong, 

faithful marriage is possible? And who 

is telling them that Christ trumps every 

other need in their lives? Sadly, no one in 

this cover package does. 

S���� W�������� 

�� Contributing Editor

Durham, North Carolina

Regnerus nailed the problem as articu-

lately as anyone I’ve read. But outside 

of comments like, “Generosity . . . and 

godliness live on far longer than do high 

testosterone and estrogen levels,” he 

provided few answers. My proposal: 

Instead of segregating youth ministries 

from adult ministries, why not encourage 

adult/youth discipleship? Train the older 

men to guide the younger into biblical 

manhood (Titus 2:2, 6), and to look for-

ward to their responsibilities as husbands 

and fathers.

D��� K���

E-mail

Regnerus writes, “[W]hen people wait 

until their mid- to late-20s to marry, it is 

unreasonable to expect them to refrain 

from sex. It’s battling our Creator’s 

reproductive designs.” Has fornication 

stopped being a sin? Pop culture has so 

fanned the flames of our national libido 

that sex is now on par with air to breathe 

as being an undeniable human need. I 

reject this utterly, as any Christian should. 

As to “battling our Creator’s reproduc-

tive designs,” I can’t imagine giving this 

counsel to Joseph when he was tempted 

by Potiphar’s wife. God often has impor-

tant purposes for his followers that may 

well run against “reproductive designs.” 

D����� D�����

Minneola, Florida

Easing Praise Tension
I much enjoyed Brad Harper and 

Paul Louis Metzger’s “Here We Are 

to Worship” [August]. The tragedy of 

the worship wars is that neither set of 

tastes precludes the other. The authors 

characterize traditional hymns as retell-

ings of salvation’s story and praise music 

as intending to transport the soul. Yet 

both theological record and personal 

transformation are important aspects 

of worship. The question regarding any 

worship music is not, “What form does 

this represent?” but rather, “Does this 

honor God?”

If the answer is yes, shouldn’t we, 

young or old, accept with humility 

all expressions of God’s saving work, 

whether played on an organ or a guitar? 

P���� B����

Abilene, Texas

If we train our children to lay down the curse 

words of marriage—opinions, preferences, and 

rights—early marriage won’t be so controversial.

Adrienne Michelson

Rome, Ohio
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he game of “What Makes Us Human?”—or what made us human at some point in our long evolutionary history, so the story goes—continues to provide entertainment. Richard Wrang-ham’s Catching Fire: How Cooking Made Us Human, published earlier this year, must have gladdened many a kitchen. But whatever else we are—forked radishes, sing-ing Neanderthals, political animals, and so on—we are also predictioneers, all of us, in a way that distinguishes us from our fellow creatures. (Prediction + engineer = predic-tioneer.) Like chess players, we look ahead, 

weighing alternative possibilities. By antici-pating what might be, we hope—within our modest sphere of influence—to shape what is. Bruce Bueno de Mesquita—let that name roll off your tongue a couple of times—differs from most of us in that he makes his living doing what humans typically do in a less systematic fashion. He invites us into his workshop in The Predictioneer’s Game: Using the Logic of Brazen Self-Interest to See and Shape the Future(Random House) ★★★★★.As the cheesy subtitle 

suggests (we are brazenly self-interested, you see, and we had better get used to it), parts of Bueno de Mesquita’s brilliant mind are still controlled by his high-school self. If you simply can’t endure another juvenile takedown of Mother Teresa, you should probably skip this book. But if you persist, you’ll get your money’s worth and more from these pages. In fact, I predict that if you do read this book, you’ll be thinking about it for weeks afterward, reminded of it every time you read the newspaper or the headlines on the Web.
Like John Nash, the Nobel Prize–winning mathematician whose life was the subject of the book A Beautiful Mind and the film taking off from it, Bueno de Mesquita is a game theorist: he works with models of complex human interactions, models that assume self-interested behavior (“rational choice”) by all parties. But he differs from Nash in that he’s primarily engaged in applying the theory to negotiations or potential negotiations in many settings, ranging from political conflicts to corporate mergers and litigation. (To intro-duce and demystify the strategic thinking at the heart of game theory, he spends the entire first chapter telling us how to get the best pos-sible deal when buying a new car.) Whatever the nature of the problem at hand, Bueno de Mesquita and his associates conduct extensive interviews with expert observers, identifying the parties with a sig-nificant stake in the outcome and clarifying what they say they want, what their prefer-ences are (how they would rank various possible outcomes), and who among the players might be particularly influential in the negotiation process. The infor-mation thus gathered is fed into a mathematical model that he has refined over the years, and based on the results, he will advise his clients (the cia, various other gov-ernment bodies, corporate boards) how to proceed.

Pondering Our Next MoveDo even Christians operate from ‘brazen self-interest’ in 
interacting with others and with God? By John Wilson
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