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Random House Dictionary

lit-ur-gy  (lit or je),  n., pl. - gies  1. a form of public worship; ritual. 2. a collection of formularies for public worship. 3. a
particular arrangement of services. 4. a particular form or type of the Eucharistic service. 5. the service of the Eucharist, esp.
this service (Divine Liturgy) in the Eastern Church. [< eccl. L. liturgia <Gk leitourgia  public service, eccl. Gk Eucharist
equiv. to leitourgios minister + -ia -y3.

pro-to-col  n. 1. the customs and regulations dealing with the ceremonies and etiquette of the diplomatic corps, others at the
court or capital, the military, etc.
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Preface

Church members, who return from visiting other churches during their vacations, often bring up  how the order of
worship services were different than in their home church. Many may at times be impressed with certain aspects that
appeared to make them feel touched or more involved. The  different order and manner of a church service can be
intriguing and refreshing. This often leads to wishing for a change at the home church, as becomes apparent from
conversations.

Articles in our papers may at times also touch upon certain aspects of our liturgy. Over the years I have shared my
views, for I often noticed an  absence of reasons that were more than only just expressions of personal  preferences.
(The same occurred with decisions about which melodies to include in the Book of Praise). 

Also noticing a lack of respect or dignity, that is at times perhaps unwittingly shown in a church service, prompted this
write-up.

Suggestions to improve the order of service are usually one-sided, piece-meal and based on personal preferences or the
sentimental  effects  the  changes might  have on oneself.  Instituting changes on a  trial basis  or  adding instructive
comments to educate, are dangerous ideas, because they are liturgically unfitting and unbecoming to the dignity of a
worship service. The public worship service should never be used for 'try-outs', because it is a holy convocation. Often
unwittingly, wrong habits and unwarranted customs can in this way turn into established rules of conduct. 

During a time of change or reformation, it is always necessary to understand the past to explain the present situation.
Reformers of the Great Reformation looked back at the early Christian churches and at the Bible to determine what
actions are actually “reformatory”, that is scriptural and really necessary to curb deformation.

Liturgy is made up of a proper set of predetermined procedural actions. This booklet tries to bring together what has
been learned over time. It is also an attempt to share a view, that is reasonably in line with historical and biblical ways
of conducting reformed public church services. It is hoped that this booklet may be enlightening in one way or another.
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Introduction

The manner and order of public worship services in the reformed churches has been greatly influenced by
John Calvin and William Farel. Before the Great Reformation, the Roman liturgy was conducted in Latin
and rather  distant,  formalistic,  impressive,  mysterious  and ceremonial.  It  clearly displayed a  distinction
between clergy and laity and it was distant from God. The people might mumble a prescribed response or an
odd 'Amen'. After all, the priests had become the official 'distributors of God's grace and peace'. Like the
Pharisees, these New Testament priests enslaved the people to human rules of life. In the public worship
service, the people's participation was displayed by continual, physical activities such as kneeling or rising
and mumbling brief, prescribed responses to the movements and recitations of the priests. (Reformed believers
have been known to attend an odd Roman Mass, for example, to be entertained, “to get into the mood of Christmas” or to
mysteriously satisfy their individual need to feel awed and humbled). 

Luther's translation of the Bible and the Liturgy into the mother tongue of every day language, contributed
greatly to closing the gap between clergy and laity or between the 'providers and consumers' of the Gospel.
In the worship service, the Lutherans still show the altar with a cross (not a crucifix) at center stage and the
pulpit on the side. Luther introduced spiritual songs in the peoples' language for the choir, and he had the
congregation at times sing along. Luther maintained whatever aspect in the liturgy of the church was not in
direct conflict with the Bible.

Calvin,  on  the  other  hand,  revitalized,  reformed  and  reinstated  a  scriptural public  worship  service  by
breaking with the recent past and by returning to the early Christian churches and the instructions from the
Old Testament. He recognized that God's Word is at the core of our fellowship with God and thus the Word
proclamation is central in the public worship service. So, in place of the altar, a pulpit is built at center stage.

In the epistle to the Hebrews (2:1-4), we are exhorted not to ignore the revelation of God in his Son. From
the very beginning of history, God chose His people in Christ. He also turned Abraham, Isaac and Jacob into
His own chosen nation. Moses spelled out the rules to practice fellowship with God in the temple service.
God's Word of the promised redemption, as shown in the shedding of blood, made it possible for His people
to live with God and in fellowship with Him in faith. For it says in Hebrew 9:22, that “without the shedding
of blood there is no forgiveness”. Christ's atoning blood was shed 'once for all'. In other words, God's Word
and promise in the Old Testament is now, today Christ, the Word that was in the beginning with God. No
more blood sacrifices, but still the Word and promised redemption.
The Word that ruled the Old Testament believers, now also rules the New Testament believers, for it is Christ
who gathers, defends and preserves His church. Therefore, (Hebrew 12:28,29),

“let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably with reverence  and  awe  for  our  'God  is  a  
consuming fire'.” 

And with the words of Hebrew 10, 
“let us draw near to God with a sincere heart (vs 22 and) “let us hold unswervingly to the hope we 
profess, for he who promised is faithful. And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward
love and good deeds. Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let 
us encourage one another – and all the more as you see the Day approaching” (vs.23-25).
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By faith we come together before His face in a public church  service as God's very own people. And what
does God require? 

“To be holy and blameless in his sight” (Eph 1:14; Gen 17:1; Deut 18:13). 
He has no pleasure in the blood of animals (Isa 1:11), for as we profess with David (Psalm 51:17), 

“The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; ... and contrite heart”. 
We plead with David, “O Lord, open my lips and my mouth will declare your praise (vs 15)”. 
Christ adds, 

“my yoke is easy and my burden is light” (Matt 11:30). 
Instead of animal offerings we now bring lips in our worship services, for we read in Hebrew 13:15, 

“Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice of praise – the fruit of lips that 
confess his name”.

By faith we attend church every week to be renewed, strengthened or rebooted. With our children we come
prepared as prophets,  priests  and kings,  to  meet  God, our Sovereign,  Redeeming Overlord or  Suzerain.
Historic knowledge obtained during the mid 1900's  confirmed the manner in which an Overlord might meet
the nations he had conquered. He would appoint governors or kings over each territory, tribe or nation, and
make a covenant with them. For example, think of Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonian Empire. Zedekia,
the uncle of king Jechoiachin was appointed as king by his Overlord who, however, returned in  disfavour
after Zedekia rebelled (2 Kings 24:17 – 25:7).

We meet our Overlord every week as kings and covenant children who can count on His favour. By faith, we
humbly meet Him and we are privileged to interact with our covenant God as a liberated people. This is not
a casual get-together with friends but with God's people. It is formal, joyful and serious. It is subject to a
specific 'protocol' similar to having been granted an audience with the Governor General. In advance of such
a meeting, the citizens are instructed how to show the proper attitude and behaviour.

Votum and Salutation

Whatever happened before a church service is not part of this Holy Convocation. Without any introduction,
other than a simple 'Please rise' (like in court) or 'Lets rise to meet the Lord', the 'votum' is pronounced. By
faith, the votum is a statement of dedication. It constitutes the assembly. It is a declaration that this gathering
is in the Lord's Name. It is like the clarion blasts that announce a royal arrival. 
Lutherans, and recently also others, start the service with a spiritual  song. With the Great Reformation,
however, the 'votum' took the place of a solemn entry song, the 'Introitus'. The priest enters accompanied by
the ringing of a small bell, a kneeling congregation and the spreading of incense carried by an altar boy.
Initially, as well as recently, some ministers might utter words of welcome, dedication or consecration and
even an explanation, but that is superfluous and not the start of this reverential meeting. 

Synod 1574 already agreed that a formal, ceremonial and dignified statement from Scripture was regarded
most appropriate. It requires no introduction or explanation, for this solemn statement clearly professes that
we belong with body and soul to the Almighty God, - Father, Son and Holy Spirit. It also shows that our
existence totally depends on His grace and mercy. 

“Our help is in the name of the Lord, the maker of heaven and earth” (Psalm 124:8) Amen. (It is true 
and certain). 
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Some churches have the believers say 'Amen'  or  recite these words to express and show 'participation'.
Having the congregation physically speak, recite or mumble these words, is rather disorderly. Singing these
lines would be more orderly. (The versified last two lines of Psalm 124 stanza 3 could be sung on the notes of the first
and last line of the Genevan tune for Psalm 124). Nevertheless,  reciting together is not only disorderly, but also
needless or superfluous. After all, does the word “Our” not clearly include everyone? Do we not by faith
participate? Israel was told to “serve the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul” (Deut
11:13). The same applies to us now and a formal 'show of participation' will sooner prevent than encourage
true involvment. For that reason we should never arrive late in church and we should teach ourselves to
participate in faith with this pronouncement, as well  as with everything else that happens in the church
service, without ever considering what we think might be most pleasing to God's glory or ourselves.
[Let it eventually not become necessary that also we are told to,

“Stop bringing meaningless offerings! Your incense is detestable to me. New Moons, Sabbaths and convocations – I
cannot bear your evil assemblies”(Isa 1:13).

The overall guideline is to seek God's glory and not what is satisfying to ourselves or what we think is proper. Moreover,
and this applies also to other aspects in our worship service, the church is not the sum of individuals, but it is a people, a
community, a nation. It includes mature and immature believers, zealots, pacifists, repenting sinners, pretenders, covenant
breakers and others. When giving attention to individuals becomes a priority, church deformation soon follows. Just observe
what happens elsewhere, even in the Dutch sister churches. For example, it had been argued since the nineties that women
should also take active part in public worship, for they felt excluded. A decade later, women can take turns in presenting the
Bible readings, 'for female voices are often more clear'. Also children are to be more active and  involved, so grade 1-3
children present cards of congratulation and display them on the walls in the church. Others, at age 10 - 12, take turns in
gathering the 'collection for the needy'. Via the projector, their names are prominently displayed. Moreover, the toddlers are
invited to come to the front and stand around the administration of a Holy Baptism. But baptism is a sacrament instituted to
strengthen faith of believers and confirm the preaching of the gospel. Baptism is not just for children, blood relatives or
friends. Is a church service to be entertaining and about making every individual feel good?
Let us be spiritually sober and participate in faith with heart and soul.]

The votum that started the assembly is followed by a salutation. Strangers will catch on and so, also here,
we do not need an explanation either. Via His ambassador, the King himself speaks and pronounces “grace
and  peace”.  This  salutation  is  a  quote  of  the  apostolic  greeting  mentioned in  the  Epistles  of  the  New
Testament. Its use is therefore 'reformatory':

“Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ”(1&2 Cor.; Eph.; Phil.;  
2 Thess. The letters to Timothy also mention  'mercy'). 

Some ministers may try to 'improve' it by adding “in the communion of the Holy Spirit”. But all salvation
consists of grace and peace that flows from the Father and the Son. This greeting  is usually pronounced in
the morning service with the one from Revelation 1:4,5a in the afternoon. By faith we accept that it is the
Lord Himself, who greets the congregation via the office bearer, His ambassador. Nevertheless, this greeting
is addressed at everyone present, because the gathering is public. Roman priests and also others use the
formula, “the Lord be with you” and the laity may respond “and with your spirit”. In the German culture
before World War I, the people would also greet each other in this way saying, 'God greets you' (Gott grusze
dich). The goodwill salute or salutation in church is not a blessing per se, like the 'benediction' at the end of
the service. Therefore, a minister raising both hands seems inappropriate for this salutary blessing (G. Van
Rongen, Zijn Schone Dienst page 45). 

The quote from Revelation 1:4,5a is regretfully a partial one that should, in my opinion, include verse 5b
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and 6 to complete the address. This could at least be added once in a while to awaken our ears,
“Grace and peace to you from him who is, and who was, and who is to come, and from the seven 
spirits before his throne, and from Jesus Christ , who is the faithful witness, the firstborn from the 
dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth” (vs 4,5a).
“To him who loves us and 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” (vs 5b,6).

The congregation, as mature believers and as prophets, priests and kings, do then in one voice  return His
salutation with a divinely inspired song from Scripture and not just with only a sung or spoken 'Amen', as in
the days of the priestly services before Christ and during the Roman time of deformation.

Congregational Responses

Since the very beginning of history, creatures responded to their Creator by offering sacrifices.

“ In the course of time, Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the LORD. But  
Abel brought fat portions (the best) from some of the firstborn of his flock” (Gen.4:4,5), and also
“Then Noah built an altar … , he sacrificed burnt offerings on it”(thank offerings; Gen 8:20). 

Along with other offerings, Moses also regulated these 'freewill burnt offerings' to show, that without the
shedding of blood, creatures cannot approach God their Creator (Lev.1). After Christ shed his blood once for
all, believers are privileged to bring  freewill thank-offerings without such restrictions. We also read that
Moses came to the mountain and trembled with fear (Hebrew 12:18-21). 

“But you have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God … to the 
church of the firstborn … You have come to God, … to Jesus”,  and
“Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice of praise – the fruit of lips that 
confess his name. And do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices God
is pleased” (Hebrew 13:15,16).

So God's covenant people today are privileged every week to interact or dialogue with God in a public
worship service. He has His Word proclaimed to us and we respond by thanking and praising His Name in
prayers and in songs. We read in 1 Cor. 14,

“... God is not a God of disorder but of peace”(vs 33) and that “everything should be done in a fitting
and orderly way”(vs 40). 

Our early forefathers reacted to God's deeds and care with a wide array of songs. In God's providential care,
these divinely inspired songs were preserved in the Book of Psalms and elsewhere in the Bible. Since the
Great Reformation, these divinely inspired songs have been versified, so that in our western culture we may
in an orderly way use them and put their content on our lips as our sacrifice to God.

These are the New Testament sacrifices – the 'fruit of lips'. We present these in response to God's Word. To
do this as spontaneously as possible, the announcements of number and verse could be kept at a minimum.
In today's circumstances with announcement boards, overhead screens and 'liturgy sheets', the minister does 
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not need to act as a ceremony master or a radio announcer. That would certainly promote  spontaneity of
interaction between God and the people. Therefore, in reaction to the Lord's greeting we respond to this
salutary blessing by singing a song of thankful praise for His favour and faithfulness.

The Law

When the Ten Words of the Covenant are read to us, we hear by faith the voice of our Great King.  He
reminds us of the privileges and obligations of our covenant relationship with Him. This was not a Roman
tradition, but it was instituted by Calvin, who even had the law versified and sung by the congregation
(Hymn 11). Already the opening words of the Ten Commandments remind us of God's grace and mercy and
of our rescue from the power of Satan, Sin and Self. As rules of thankfulness, the Law then reminds us what
a holy and blameless life before God is supposed to be. So, we may examine ourselves (an expression I miss
these days) if in Christ we have indeed lived-up to the expected life of thankfulness during the past week, for
the law teaches us to know our sin and misery (LD 2). 

The  reading  of  the  law from Exodus  20  or  Deuteronomy 5  provides  their  own introduction. It  seems
improper and too  casual to introduce the reading of the law with a Biblical explanation about how it applies
to us today. This not only diminishes its dignified, solemn or liturgical effect, but it also confuses the order
of a worship service, because the Word proclamation is as yet to follow. Therefore, a 'mini sermon' as an
introduction is  liturgically quite out of place. God approaches His people as a whole in presenting the law as
well as in preaching a sermon. Not any one individual or segment among the hearers, but all are addressed
while we personally take it to heart.

When on occasion the version of the Ten Commandments in Deuteronomy 5 is presented, one usually starts
with verse 6. That means that Moses' divinely inspired words of introduction are set aside (vs.1-3). However,
they are very telling and in my opinion they could at least be used at times to alert the hearer's attention.  

“Hear, O Israel, the decrees and laws I declare in your hearing today. Learn them and be sure to  
follow them”etc.

Jesus also used these words when He showed the importance of the Law, 
“Hear , O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one” (Mark 12:29).

The addition of  summaries of the law provide practical applications, explanations or a sort of exegesis,
which  (again)  belongs  elsewhere  in  the  formal  order  of  service.  Summaries  of  the  law  repeat the
presentation of the law. Occasionally adding the one or the other may 'wake up' those who already doze off,
but to  always present the Ten Words in two or three different ways, is just not orderly, nor liturgical or
effective. These summaries may eventually even lead to have the reading of the Decalog replaced by one of
those summaries (Deut 6:5; Lev 19:18; Matt 7:12; 22:37-40; Romans 13:10; Gal 5:14; 6:2; James 2:8). To be
'up-to-date', some churches already prefer to just read the Beatitudes (Matt 5:3-12) plus Romans 13:10b..

By faith the congregation responds to the reading of the Law with an 'Amen', but then in a  mature and
orderly way by singing a  scriptural song as  by one voice  (for  example,  Psalm 119;  Hymn 11:7 etc.).
Nevertheless, the character of this song can also be a  confession of  sin, a song of thanksgiving for the
forgiveness of sin, a witness of love towards serving God, a song of praise, a supplication for sanctification,
or a song in preparation of prayer.
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Public Profession of Faith

In the afternoon service, the Law is usually replaced by the Creed or the congregational profession of faith.
It has been argued that a most appropriate place for the congregation to profess faith is after listening to the
proclamation of the Word of their Great King and in response to it. On the other hand, it may also be deemed
most appropriate to directly respond to the salutation of the Great King by singing Hymn 1 or 2, the Creed,
instead of any other song. After all, other scriptural songs are often another form of professing faith, for that
appears to be the most logical response to the salutary greeting.

It is more important, however, that the congregation professes its undoubted, Christian faith with the church
of  all  ages  and places,  by using  the  words  of  the  early established creeds.  The Nicene  Creed and the
Apostles' Creed are summaries of the complete doctrine of salvation. They are therefore liturgically well
suited. Since the Apostle's Creed has also been set to music, this creed is best suited to be pronounced by the
congregation together and in an orderly way. The Athanasian Creed addresses only two important aspects of
church doctrine and is therefore generally not suited liturgically.

With 'heart and soul', the believers profess their faith together in an orderly way as the minister recites the
Creed. In most churches, the congregation does not 'respond' (to its own statements!?), but the congregation
confirms the content by singing a scriptural 'Amen-song'. An Amen-song is not a musical amen, but a song
of versified,  divinely inspired words from scripture.  However,  a  confirmation song is  actually  not even
necessary, except perhaps to satisfy our own sense of customary structure ('dialogue' between the minister
and the people). Nevertheless, a song at this juncture can also be sung in preparation of the prayer or the
Bible reading that may follow. 

Whereas the Creed has been literally put to music, however, it is now possible that the believers themselves
can make these statements in a most orderly way (Hymn 1). Reciting the Creed together is not an orderly,
clear and liturgical way. Such recitation sooner sounds like a resuscitation attempt. Nevertheless, this faith
can also be expressed together by singing a versification of the content (Hymn 2), as is done in the case of
all other songs of the divinely inspired Scripture. 

Whatever the case, everyone is expected to participate in faith and profess the same faith as those who lived
in the first centuries A.D

Congregational Prayers 

As a rule, prayers are presented after hearing the Lord speak to us or in response to God's Word. One could
compare this with the protocol required in meeting one of the highest government officials. (“You will not
initiate conversation and only speak when spoken to”). The first prayer in the worship service is scheduled
before the opening of God's Word. However, it is not an 'opening prayer' as has been at times announced, for
the service already started with the 'votum'. In other words, our Great King already addressed us in His
greeting and (or) in the presentation of the Law. Therefore, this first prayer is above all a public confession
of sin and a  prayer for  forgiveness. It is also a  petition for a  blessing on the opening and proclamation of
God's Word.
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Some ministers appear so stuck in old customs that they still use this first prayer as a prayer of intercession
and for all the needs of Christendom (as since 1933; others may even maintain their 'own' rules of  procedure in a
congregation that adopted another order and even in spite of what is shown in a liturgy sheet). Using the first prayer as
an intercessory prayer for all the needs in the congregation, makes the last prayer only a 'closing' prayer of
thanksgiving.  However,  in  response to  hearing  the  proclamation  of  God's  Word,  the  last  prayer  of
thanksgiving should be an intercessory prayer as well. More to the point, it is to be grounded in the newly
revealed Word of God proclaimed in the church service.

This thanksgiving prayer used to immediately follow the sermon. In a french speaking reformed church, the
organist  played a closing phrase of one or more musical lines right after  the sermon's 'Amen', indeed a
musical amen. This allowed the minister to 'switch gears' so to say. In most reformed churches it now seems
to be the custom to have the prayer after a song of response to the sermon and before (or after) the offerings
for the needy. It also used to be customary, that during a prayer most male members would stand and the
female members remained seated (that is at the time in history more than a century ago when enough seats
had been provided in church to let everyone sit).  Kneeling may be the most appropriate position during
prayer (Luke 22:41; Act 9:40; Acts 20:36). So some non-Roman churches have lately re-introduced kneeling
benches. Most reformed congregations, however, do not  kneel nor stand during prayer. Nevertheless, they
have become accustomed to  stand during most of the singing, as well as for the 'votum', salutation and
benediction, which is most proper. 

Prayer 'requests' seem to become more prominent as in evangelical churches. When particular subjects are to
be mentioned, these should at least be announced ahead of time. In that way the prayer does not turn into a
bulletin board.  Most personal problems can and should be addressed in general terms. This will prevent
drawing attention to individuals and unwillingly neglect others. Although it  is a public worship service,
prayers are congregational prayers and so they address congregational concerns. 

The Form Prayers in the Book of Praise are excellent examples of a proper congregational prayer. For we do
not join the minister in  his prayer, but the minister leads us in a  congregational prayer. Along with the
sermon, also the prayer after the sermon makes us ready to face the new week with renewed hope, energy
and courage.

Ministry of the Word

The opening of Holy Scriptures is at the core of a public worship service. It is the self-revealing Word of our
covenant  God,  the  LORD  who  is  “compassionate  and  gracious”,  slow  to  anger,  loving,  faithful  and
forgiving, but “yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished”(Exodus 34:6,7). By faith, this self-revealing
Word of God can be briefly summarized as follows,

“You yourselves have seen what I did in Egypt and how I carried you on eagle wings and brought  
you to myself. Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all 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 19:4,5,6).

and in New Testament terms,
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“ … 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”(1Peter 
2:9).

The true church consists of believers who serve their Maker. Every week they come together in unity of faith
wherever  they  happen  to  reside  and  in  remembrance  of  their  Saviour's  resurrection  that  secured  their
redemption. They are called there to serve, worship and respond to Him (LD 38).
 
The  proclamation of  God's  Word is  the Christ-centered preaching of the good tidings of the Gospel as
summarized above. A sermon is not a speech about whatever topic the minister is inclined to talk. While
concentrating on a particular scripture passage, a sermon presents, declares and pronounces the message of
the full gospel. It is not about what the people feel or decide they need or prefer. It is what God presents
them as necessary to know for their salvation. Jesus started his ministry of proclaiming the good news of
God, with these words that equally apply to us as well,

“The time has come”, he said. “The Kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news” 
(Mark 1:15).

As soon as the Heidelberg Catechism (1563) was published in Dutch, the churches in the Netherlands agreed
together  to  follow the catechism and deal  with these subjects  in  the  afternoon services.  This  has  been
referred to as 'catechism preaching', but sermons preach the Word of God. The Heidelberg Catechism is a
teaching tool that provides instructions during the past 450 years in the  complete doctrine of salvation. It
deals with our sin and misery, our redemption in Christ, our faith as expressed in the Apostles' Creed and the
sacraments  as  well  as  our  thankfulness  in  accordance  with  the  Ten Words  of  the  covenant  and with  a
prayerful and renewed life.

Therefore, using the catechism ensures that not any important aspect of the reformed doctrine is ignored.
The public worship service is not a catechism class, for the catechism speaks for itself in explaining the
doctrine of the church. In a worship service, however, its  content is preached and it is proclaimed as the
Word of God. Therefore, the sermons on the 52 Lord's Days are from year to year different but similar.

With or without strangers and newcomers among them, the church audience consists of a  congregation of
mature  believers  and their children.Therefore, the minister can count on a certain level of knowledge and
familiarity with the Word of God. His sermons are directed at that assumed level and they aim to  transform
minds and hearts.

Newcomers to the faith, as well as doubters and rebels, will hopefully have many questions. This is no
reason to amend the style of our worship services. Their questions or arguments do provide an initiative or a
basis for  what  is  commonly referred  to  as  an  “outreach”  program.  A congregation  of  believers  can  be
expected to possess a degree of maturity. They, as well as others among them, are addressed by the Word of
God as a whole, as a people, a kingdom of mature citizens. Together they are responsible for the well being
of the church and individually they are responsible to abide by His decrees (compare Ex 12:26).  

Among our sister churches in the Netherlands and perhaps also here, influences of cultural individualism
seemed to have giving rise to a desire to let church members be more involved in actually deciding what 
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kind of sermon or liturgy style will best benefit them in this age. It has been argued that the people are to
identify which preferred foods will best nurture their own spiritual hunger. This is reminiscent of the people
of Israel on the way to the promised land longing for “the pots of meat” in Egypt and eating “all the food
they wanted”(Exodus 16:3). 

No, sermons are to bring God's Word, because the Spirit is active through the Word, and by the Word the
Spirit renews the hearts. Word and Spirit provide what transforms our spiritual life or what  edifies our hearts
and minds. This works in any kind of culture. Believers appreciate and digest such healthy foods. Others
may simply need to learn not to stumble over the truth, 

“For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to
dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart. Nothing 
in all creation is hidden from God's sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before  the  eyes  of  
him to whom we must give account” (Heb 4:12,13).

Administration of the Sacraments

The sacraments of Holy Supper and Baptism are illustrations of the preaching of the Word, for they portray
the same message of the Gospel as described before. The sacrament of Baptism is  requested by believing
parents and required by God's Word as soon as possible after birth. Baptism is not just naming a child nor  is
it just a family affair. Neither is baptism an infusion of some kind, nor a saving prophesy. It is a guaranteed
truth of God's promises and curses. With the Holy Supper, also Baptism is a church sacrament that signifies
and seals that the one sacrifice of Christ on the cross benefits all believers. So the administration of baptism
is to benefit the church as a whole and to strengthen faith.

The Holy Supper is generally celebrated once every other month or between four to six times a year. The
manner in which it is celebrated differs from one church location to another, generally depending on the
number of members and the type or size of the building. Whatever is deemed the most orderly way is usually
followed also with respect to the number of cups that can range from a minimum of two to four, six or to the
number of communicant members. Again, also this sacrament is to benefit not only the actual participants of
the Holy Supper, but the faith of every churchgoing onlooker as well.

Triple Thanksgiving

At the end of the ministry of the Word, the congregation unites in thanksgiving to God in three ways during
the  worship  service.  This  thanksgiving  consists  of  prayer, song and  monetary gifts. The  order  of  this
threefold  thanks  is  of  little  importance.  By  faith  in  Christ's  shedding  of  his  blood,  congregational
thanksgiving is usually expressed in offering the fruit of lips and income. The fruit of lips are our prayers
and our songs of praise (Psalm 72:20; Heb 13:15). The fruit of income used to be a portion of one's harvest
or catch as a grower, a gatherer or a hunter. 

Today, we are all 'wage earners', and so we use monetary tokens as a thank-offering. It is like Israel's burnt
offering or freewill offering (Leviticus 22; Ezra 8:28). The proceeds are collected by the deacons. These gifts
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seem insignificant, but exercised by  faith, we participate together in this expression of our  thankfulness.
This thankfulness to God for the proclamation of His Word of redemption is later multiplied, because the
deacons pass on these gifts to the needy, who in turn also thank God for His care. Therefore, before God's
presence, everyone  participates in these offerings in church. It is a  privilege to participate in this thank
offering  as  well  as  in  prayer  and songs  of  praise.  Non-involvement  (passing  the  bag) is  in  principle
estrangement from the body of Christ.

The congregational prayer of thanksgiving is also a prayer of intercession for particular issues in the church
and elsewhere. However, special situations or matters should be announced or listed ahead of time, so that
the prayer does not become an announcement bulletin nor a 'to-do list' (see also above, p. 8,9).
 
Two churches, appointed by Synod, may call a day of prayer “in time of war, general calamities, and other
great afflictions”, whether a church called upon them or not. Those two churches must initiate and decide if
calling  such  a  day is  warranted  or  not.  (Church  Order  art.54;  see  Acts  of  Synod  2013,  art  45  for  the
misapplication and misinterpretation of C.O. art 54). 

Music in Liturgy

God's people respond to the ministry of the Word by bringing sacrifices. Our prescribed sacrifices are “the
fruit of lips, that confess his name” (Heb 13:15). Already in Hosea 14:1,2, we read,

“Return, O Israel, … Take words with you and return to the LORD. Say to him:'Forgive all our sins 
and receive us graciously, that we may offer the fruit of our lips'.”

Words were given to man and to no other creature. As a trustful child, man returns or echos the words given
to him. Faithful, truthful and proper word-use involves not just the brain or the  intellect, but also the beating
heart, the emotions. When the heart  'rhythm' is combined with exalted or melodic speech, a song is born.
For example, Paul reaches such a climatic high point in his reasoning, non sentimental dissertation when he
sings as it were,

“Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and the knowledge of God … etc.”(Romans 11:33-36)

This music, man's faithful reaction with mouth and heart to glory God, is the music the Lord requires in a
church service.

“May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing in your sight, O LORD, my 
Rock and my Redeemer”(Psalm 19:4).

Calvin identified congregational singing as offering public prayers in one voice (Ps. 72:20) and in response
to  God's  Word  administration  in  sermons  and  sacraments.  He  said,  that  offering  prayers  and  songs  is
conversing with God, and also that such communication promotes humble and realistic  self-examination.
Professor S. Greydanus explained that singing Bible songs are the orderly reaction of God's people, offering
songs that are born by the Spirit, welling up from the heart and responding to the redemptive acts of God.
Calvin reasoned that singing in church was already common among the apostles. He inferred this from Paul's
words: “I will sing with my spirit but I will also sing with my mind”(1 Cor 14:15) 
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Such singing from the heart is the music in reformed liturgy. 

The voice-box is the God-given tool to form speech and it is the instrument 'par excellence' to make music.
Musical instruments are the result of human attempts to imitate the human voice. Such instruments are not
required in a christian liturgy. They are generally designed and used for entertainment. It takes an orchestra
of strings and wind instruments to effectively carry the singing of a large group. History has proven that one
person  with  a  pipe-organ is  capable  of  doing  that.  An organist  may then  be  called  upon to  serve the
congregational singing. Organists used to be co-liturgists to the priests, but in a reformed worship service
they do not fill a leading, but a serving role. The purpose of a short introduction to singing, for example, is
not an opportunity for the organist to 'strut his stuff', but as a faithful servant, his preludes are to identify the
tune, the tempo and the pitch as well as assist in an orderly start and responsible accompaniment. 

At other occasions, however, music can cover noisy and awkward moments such as collections, returning to
the pews after the use of sacraments and such. Before and after the worship service, which is  outside the
liturgy, instrumental music must be in concert with the liturgy and not just meaningless background noise.
Artful, absolute or non-choral based music, that is befitting the sacred service, can have a relaxing effect. In
preparing for worship, it helps to turn thoughts away from concerns of material things, negative feelings,
worries or pride. Going home with another melody than the last, seems to be not edifying. It would be more
proper to present unrelated baroque music instead of another song.

Benediction 

The church service comes to a final climax (Luke 1:21) with a solemn, liturgical pronouncement of God's
blessing that can be introduced by a threefold encouragement: “Lift up your hearts  unto God, receive His
blessing and depart in peace”. For the morning service, the 'Apostolic' blessing is generally used (2 Cor
13:14),

“May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit 
be with you all” 

In the afternoon, the 'Aaronite' formula is often pronounced (Numbers 6:24-26). Both arms are spread and
raised  with  open  hands  above  shoulder  height.  Sometimes  arms  and  hands  move  three  times  slightly
downward (vs 27). By faith we are assured that it is the LORD Almighty Himself who blesses His people.

“The LORD said to Moses, “Tell Aaron and his sons, 'This is how you are to bless the Israelites, Say 
to them':

'The LORD bless you and keep you;
the LORD make his face shine upon you and be gracious to you;
the LORD turn his face toward you and give you peace.'

So they will put my name on the Israelites, and I will bless them.”(Numbers 6:22-27).

A blessing is not a magic formula, but by faith God addresses all  citizens of His chosen nation together and
personally. In faith, believers  are blessed as kings in His Kingdom and directly from the mouth of their
Sovereign Great King. Therefore, they stand and look up to him with open eyes. A humbly bowed-down
head with closed eyes may be fitting to slaves, but believers are, as His possession, prophets, priests and 
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kings. It happens at times, that someone leaves before the blessing. What dire emergency might be an excuse
for that? And why would anyone miss out on God's blessing? In some churches a minister is free to make-up
his  personal  way of  greeting  and blessing  the  congregation.  It  hopefully  goes  without  saying,  that  the
divinely inspired words of Scripture are more than sufficient in showing us what is proper and expected in
liturgy.
After believers leave the church building to begin a new week, they worship God and express their gratitude
by living a renewed life of thankfulness that might entice, lure or win others (Lord's Day 32 QA 86).

“... offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God – this is your spiritual act of  
worship. Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing 
of your mind (Rom.12:1, 2a).

Conclusion

The Form for the Baptism of Infants reminds us not to use this sacrament “out of custom or superstition”.
The same applies to church attendance. Therefore, the question is : What motivates us to go to church twice
every Sunday? Are we just accustomed to an ingrained tradition, a common habit or an expected christian
custom? Do we just enjoy a routine that satisfies or comforts our self-esteem? Do we regularly attend church
to keep up appearances or impress our neighbours? Hopefully no reader will answer “yes” to any of these
questions.
What then motivates us to attend and love the public worship services together with a congregation of true
believers, pretenders and hypocrites among them? Let it be that we answer a divine call and a desire to meet
our Maker together, 

“to hear God's Word, to use the sacraments, to call publicly upon the LORD and to give Christian 
offerings for the poor” (Lord's Day 38, QA 103A).

By faith  we share in  Christ's  anointing as  prophets,  priests  and kings.  In  this  three-fold  office,  we are
privileged to  diligently meet  our Redeeming Overlord every week.  Keeping in mind  this historical  and
scriptural image of such an assembly, allows us to participate in faith in the interaction between the almighty
God and His chosen covenant nation.

“I rejoiced with those who said to me, 'Let us go to the house of the LORD'. Our feet are standing in 
your gates, O Jerusalem” (Psalm 122:1,2).
“For the sake of my brothers and friends, I will say ,'Peace be within you.' For the sake of the house 
of the LORD our God, I will seek your prosperity” (vs 8,9)

LITURGY   or  ORDER of SERVICE (summary)
Commencement 

Opening declaration and salutation with Congregational song of response
Presentation of the Ten Words of the Covenant with Congregational song of response
Prayer before the opening of God's Word with Confession of sins, petition for forgiveness, 

renewal and illumination
MINISTRY of the WORD

Reading of Holy Scriptures with Congregational song of response
Presentation of the text and the sermon with Congregational song of response

Thanksgiving :    -  Prayer of thanksgiving and intercession for all the needs of Christendom
       - Offertory of monetary gifts for the needy and - Congregational Song of Thankful Praise

Benediction
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