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Commendations

Terry Johnson has written an invaluable book based on broad and deep study showing 

that we cannot have Reformed theology and Reformed churches without Reformed 

worship.  Reformed worship is not a matter of taste, but of biblical fidelity.  All readers 

will find this book stimulating, challenging, practical, and helpful.

Dr. W Robert Godfrey

President of Westminster Seminary California,  

where he is also Professor of Church History. 

Terry Johnson has a tall order: to “recover the historic ministry and worship of 

Reformed Protestantism”. And do it in 320 pages. This is not a flashy book, filled 

with pithy pull quotes; but a weighty book worthy of careful study and followed by 

implementation.

Johnson moves logically and systematically, carefully documenting how the 

Protestant church lost her way, and the profound weaknesses that are being produced  

by contemporary worship models.

Dr. Johnson “makes his case” for historic Reformed and Protestant worship on 

multiple fronts—the historical, the Biblical case and an airtight theological case.

But, it is when Johnson explicates the strengths of Reformed worship that the book 

shines. His discussion of the theocentric nature of worship is priceless and worth the 

price of the book. The take-away mantra of the book (that the reader will find himself 



chanting) is “Read the Bible, Preach the Bible, Pray the Bible, Sing the Bible, See the 

Bible”.

Johnson shows himself to be remarkably aware of the contemporary scene by 

emphasizing how historic Protestant worship is “Gospel structured and dependent 

upon the Holy Spirit”.

This is an important book, a timely book, a carefully argued book. But more than 

that—it is a book that cries for widespread implementation.

Carl Robbins,  

Senior Pastor, Woodruff Road Presbyterian Church, Greenville, South Carolina

“The worship wars continue to divide and the lessons of past are more easily dismissed 

than we care to admit. For my part, I often dream of walking into St. Pierre Cathedral 

in Geneva in the 1550s and witnessing at first hand the Lord’s Day worship services 

led by John Calvin. What an experience that would be. True, seventeenth century 

Presbyterians, Congregationalists and Independents took a decided turn away from 

Geneva, adopting a simpler liturgy; and on principled grounds. Reformed liturgy will 

not solve all of our problems, but understanding the manner of historic reformed 

Protestant worship will help us make better decisions about worship in our time, no 

matter where we land on the spectrum that is the regulative principle as applied to 

worship. Worshipping with Calvin is a massively important text. It deserves our full 

attention. It has much to teach us and I am grateful to Terry Johnson’s tireless labours 

in urging reformation in our practice of worship and ministry.”

Derek W. H. Thomas 

Senior Minister, First Presbyterian Church, Columbia SC 

Professor of Systematic and Historical Theology, RTS Atlanta 
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To Hughes Oliphant Old,  
the dean of Reformed liturgical scholars,  

a voice crying in the wilderness,  
calling the church ad fontes,  

to the sources of Reformed worship in Scripture,  
the Fathers, and the Reformers,  

that the heirs of the Apostles, Augustine  
and Calvin might worship  
“according to Scripture.”
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Preface

The old, dry bones of Calvinism are beginning to rattle and 
shake once more. Time magazine has identified a resurgent 

Calvinism as the third of the ten most influential movements 
of our time.1 The “young, restless, and reformed” have attracted 
commentary on blogs, magazines, and in book form.2 Significant 
Reformed movements are afoot, not only in the traditionally 
Reformed denominations, but even, remarkably, the Southern 
Baptist Convention. The Calvin 500 celebration of Calvin’s 
birth held in Geneva included speakers from Uganda, Ghana, 
Korea, China and Latin America, as well as traditional sources in 
North America and Europe. Dynamic Reformed churches may 
be found in Africa, Latin America, Indonesia, and Asia. Leaders 
span the denominational spectrum: John Piper of Bethlehem 
Baptist Church in Minneapolis, Mark Dever of Capitol Baptist 
Church in Washington, D.C., Albert Mohler of Southern 
Baptist Seminary in Louisville, R. C. Sproul (Presbyterian) of 
Ligonier Ministries, David Wells (Congregational) of Gordon-
Conwell Theological Seminary, and John MacArthur, Jr. of Grace 
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Community Church in California are among the recognized 
leaders. The institutional Calvinism of the old denominations 
may have collapsed; the heirs of the Puritans in the United 
Church of Christ and the mainline Presbyterian and Reformed 
denominations of the United States, Britain, Germany and 
Holland may be on life-support; but as William Whyte, Fellow of 
St. John’s College, Oxford, reports, “neo-Calvinism has become a 
highly dynamic movement.”3

For Calvinism to continue to thrive, attention must begin to 
be paid to the ministry and worship that alone will sustain and 
perpetuate it. The new Calvinism must take seriously the liturgical 
reforms of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, not just the 
theological, if today’s dynamism is to endure. Calvin would 
not have approved of the separation of theology from worship. 
“Calvin’s creedal ideas were always already liturgical-practical, 
conceived and articulated in the service of prayer and praise, 
reverence and righteousness,” Matthew Myer Boulton points out 
in Life in God: John Calvin, Practical Formation, and the Future of 
Protestant Theology.4 Reformation-era theological reform drove 
liturgical and clerical reform. Reformed theology determined 
Reformed worship; and conversely, Reformed worship was the 
nurturing womb from which Reformed piety and practice sprang. 
Theology, worship, and piety are inseparably linked, neither 
thriving without the supporting presence of the other. 

“Worshipping with Calvin.” This is our invitation to young 
Calvinists (and old for that matter) everywhere. Volumes have 
been written on Calvin the theologian, Calvin the exegete, Calvin 
and the sacraments, Calvin the church leader, Calvin the alleged 
dictator and tyrant. But Calvin the organizer of worship services? 
Calvin the liturgist? Most of the standard works on Calvin fail 
to deal with his liturgical ideas in anything but the most cursory 
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manner. These include biographies,5 monographs of Calvin and 
his thought,6 and collections of essays about Calvin and his 
ideas and influence.7 At times the titles are promising; but time 
and again Calvin’s liturgical work is either ignored or given 
only a superficial descriptive review without in-depth analysis or 
evaluation. “It is common knowledge that Calvin and worship 
are incongruous topics,” complains Elsie McKee of the liturgical 
“experts,” “and that whatever the strengths of those who are 
predestined to the glory of God, they are hopeless failures when 
it comes to liturgy.”8 The best that Calvin receives from the 
scholarly analysts is “polite indulgence,” adds John Witvliet.9 

This well-nigh universal assessment is ironic in that Calvin 
may rightly be regarded as among the most influential liturgists 
(“worship leaders” in today’s parlance) in the history of the 
church. His liturgical work, much like his theological work, 
honors the catholic tradition while synthesizing all that preceded 
him in the work of the Reformers. After Calvin, all subsequent 
developments in the tradition of Reformed Protestantism reflect 
his practice in worship, even if forms were altered in response to 
local circumstances. His form of worship “has had great influence 
on all succeeding Reformed liturgies,” admits one authority.10 
From Calvin through the Westminster Assembly’s Directory and 
into the present, one can clearly trace a commitment to Calvin’s 
order and priorities. Worship moves in the Reformed order from 
praise, to confession of sin, to thanksgiving, to the means of grace 
(intercessory prayer, the reading and preaching of Scripture, and 
the administration of the sacraments), to blessing. The priorities 
are the lectio continua reading and preaching of Scripture, biblical 
psalmody and hymnody, a full diet of biblical prayer, and frequent 
administration of the Lord’s Supper. Bruno Bürki, writing in 
The Oxford History of Christian Worship, concedes, somewhat 



 Preface 13

apologetically, that the Genevan liturgy is “the durable model 
of worship for one of the great Christian families, the Reformed 
churches.”11

Calvin’s “Form” was quickly adopted and adapted by the 
French, Dutch, German, and other continental Reformed 
churches. Two editions of it, the French and the Dutch, were 
in use on Manhattan Island within a decade of the landing of 
the Pilgrim Fathers.12 Beyond the Genevan form itself, Calvin 
has had a decisive influence on the broader Reformed tradition, 
including the Congregationalist, Baptist, Episcopal, and free 
church traditions. Even the Episcopal church, in the Prayer Book 
of 1552, and even in its definitive 1662 form, borrows heavily 
from the example of Reformed Protestantism generally, and 
Calvin in particular. Low-church Protestantism (including the 
Methodist churches!) maintained its commitment to the outlines 
of Genevan worship until swamped by revivalism in the late 
nineteenth century and the contemporary worship movement 
in the late twentieth. Only in the post-American Civil War era 
did the commitment to the order and elements of Reformed 
worship begin to erode, and such things as the lectio continua and 
metrical psalm singing begin to disappear. Even post-Vatican II 
Roman Catholicism owes considerable debt to Calvin and the 
Reformed tradition for its increased interest in congregational 
singing, vernacular Scripture reading, preaching, and expanded 
prayer genres (e.g. invocations, intercessions, illumination, 
congregational confession of sin, benediction). As “worship 
leaders” go, Calvin has few rivals.

Worship, as we shall describe it, is ministry. The people of 
God are ministered to through the preaching, praying, singing, 
Scripture reading and administration of the sacraments that go 
on in the context of worship. It is our view that these are the very 
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practices that must be restored if evangelical Protestantism, and 
more particularly Reformed Protestantism, is to be revived in 
our day. We must again, in our day, worship with Calvin. And we 
must move quickly. The perils of ‘Wannabe Cool’ Christianity 
are now all too evident, as twenty-something Brett McCracken 
points out in the Wall Street Journal. 13 A recent study indicates 
that 70% of young Protestant adults between 18 and 22 stop 
attending church regularly once they leave home. Baby-boomer 
evangelical leaders are frantically assessing what they have done 
wrong. “Why didn’t megachurches work to attract youth in 
the long term?” McCracken and others are asking. Boomer-
churches labored to be hip, cool, countercultural, and relevant. 
High-tech wizardry, lights, amps, drama, dance, and sundry 
gimmicks were thought to be the key to attracting young people 
to the church. But in the end, hip has not worked. Ministry 
minus extended Scripture reading, serious expositions, substantial 
hymnody, in-depth prayer, and the regular administration of the 
sacraments has tended to undermine the church’s raison d’etre. 
Church is no longer a serious place. Its activities fail to command 
the attention of the younger generation. Why bother?, many are 
concluding. “We want an alternative” to the trendy and ephemeral 
that pervade pop culture, says McCracken, not “more of the 
same.” Mr. McCracken, we think, needs to worship with Calvin, 
and with the best of Calvin’s tradition.

Sadly, few contemporary examples of historic Reformed 
ministry and worship exist. One must dust off the old orders of 
service of Bucer, Calvin, Baxter, and the Westminster Divines 
to find models. Archaeological excavation alone, however, is 
not enough. Yesterday’s liturgies and pastoral manuals must be 
adapted for today, a dicey though necessary task. Why should 
the new Calvinism look back? Because the sixteenth-century 
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reforms of worship and ministry were biblically and historically 
right. The most strenuous spade-work has already been done. 
Four hundred and fifty years ago Reformed Protestants were right 
about lectio continua reading of Scripture. This was the practice 
of the apostolic and patristic church. The Reformed Protestants 
were right to revive it and their successors into the nineteenth 
century were right to persist in practicing it. Likewise Reformed 
Protestants were right to revive lectio continua preaching; they 
were right to revive the singing of the psalms; they were right to 
insist upon scriptural language in the prayers of the church and to 
expect the various prayer genres to find expression in the church’s 
public gatherings. Reformed Protestants were right to revive the 
covenantal understanding of the sacraments, restoring the Lord’s 
Supper to its apostolic simplicity as a meal served on a table by 
a minister, received by the people in both kinds, and restoring 
baptism to its apostolic simplicity as a symbolic washing that both 
signifies and seals. The sixteenth-century reforms of worship and 
ministry were exegetically, theologically, and historically correct. 
Yet today these reforms of worship are largely unknown, even 
among the young Calvinists.

If Calvin and his fellow reformers were so right, one might 
ask, then why have the worship and ministry practices of the 
Reformers not persisted? Why do so few worship with Calvin 
today? One may as well ask why the VHS video format beat out 
the clearly superior Betamax format, or, why the IBM-compatibles 
beat out the Apple Macintosh computing system in the 1990s. In 
the latter case, the Mac system was clearly superior. It was simpler 
to use and was immune to viruses. Yet it lost and the PCs won. 
Why? We leave the answers to these questions to the experts. 
We merely note that sometimes bad money chases out the good, 
as the economists say. Sometimes the best loses to that which is 
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inferior. Apparently, bad worship has the capacity to chase out 
good worship. Sometimes the people of God prefer the ovens of 
Molech and the temple prostitutes of Baal to the relatively austere 
services of the temple. We can observe this phenomenon, though 
we cannot explain it. Our goal will be to identify biblical norms 
and advocate their implementation in our day, without regard for 
polling data.

Because we are trying to make a case for Calvin’s type of worship 
and ministry, what we label it has some importance. What shall 
we call his worship? We did not want to call it “Calvinistic 
worship” because when we “worship with Calvin” we join in a 
tradition that is broader than Calvin, as we have seen already 
and shall elaborate upon shortly. “Reformed” is a better word. 
We hesitated to use the word “Traditional,” as in “Traditional 
Reformed Worship,” though we needed to distinguish what we 
advocate from “hip Reformed worship”; we lose the battle of 
the labels in an age of anti-traditionalism when we call ourselves 
“traditional,” almost ensuring that we shall preach to no one but 
the choir. “Traditional Reformed Worship” also has the liability 
of having the initials “TR Worship.” TR (Truly Reformed) is the 
kiss of death in some circles. We contemplated calling Calvin’s 
worship “Classic” Reformed Worship. “Classic” worked for Coca-
Cola®. But “classic” sounds a lot like “classical,” which pushes us 
even further back into antiquity and irrelevance, at least in the 
minds of some.

Likewise, we do not much like calling the new worship 
“contemporary.” In today’s verbal coinage, “traditional” loses to 
“contemporary” every time. Besides, we are really not talking 
about when things were established but their style and culture. 
“Contemporary” worship is really worship that is “pop” or 
“popular” in style. It borrows its forms from pop culture. On 
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the other hand, useful hymns and prayers and orders of service 
are being written today (and so are “contemporary”) but are of a 
classic or a traditional or churchly style.14 

We have settled in our subtitle for “the historic ministry and 
worship of Reformed Protestantism.” “Historic” is a less pejorative 
term than “traditional,” yet still conveying the sense of the depth 
and rootedness we wish to establish. By historic Reformed 
ministry and worship we mean the ministry and worship of the 
Reformed churches as practiced from the Reformation to the 
recent past. By new or contemporary worship we mean worship 
that borrows heavily from the styles and forms of popular culture. 
We joined the words “ministry” and “worship” because in practice 
they are inseparable. The Lord’s Day assembly for worship is 
where most ministry takes place. This is true for churches all 
across the spectrum, from liturgical to seeker. Rarely do more 
than a remnant of any congregation return for whatever activities 
the church offers on weekdays. Worship is ministry. Our aim is 
to demonstrate that the historic form of Reformed ministry and 
worship is greatly to be preferred to all the currently available 
alternatives, and for all the reasons why it was implemented at the 
time of the Reformation, and prevailed for the succeeding four 
hundred years. We find ourselves very much alone as we do so, the 
tiniest of tiny minorities. Yet we are heartened by brave examples 
from church history, when the disciples of Christ have found 
themselves isolated contra mundum, and have had to announce, 
“Here I stand,” quite alone, trusting that the world might one day 
catch up. This is our hope as we urge our fellow believers to join 
with us in worshipping with Calvin.
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I. Introduction
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 Chapter 1 

Setting the Ecclesiastical Scene

Evangelicalism today

Our sense of urgency is profound as we sur vey the 
ecclesiastical landscape. Evangelical Christianity in America 

faces a crisis. Its huge churches and massive numbers may mask 
the seriousness of its problems, but it is in deep trouble none 
the less. The books of David Wells, buttressed by the statistics 
collected by the Barna organization, have more than documented 
the theological and moral decline of the heirs of fundamentalism. 
Evangelicals today have No Place For Truth and as a consequence, 
Wells tells his fellow evangelicals, we are Losing Our Virtue.1 The 
statistics can be tiresome, yet they paint a picture that is alarming. 
When 38–45% of the adult American population identifies itself 
as “born again,” yet only 8% affirm a minimal core of basic biblical 
beliefs (regarding Scripture, salvation, and Christ’s uniqueness); 
when only 32% of evangelicals say they believe in moral absolutes; 
when evangelicals demonstrate “abysmal ignorance about the 
Bible” and their churches have “lost the means to restrain the 
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self ”; when their religion “makes virtually no moral difference,” 
and they “live no differently, at an ethical level, than plain 
secularists”; when 80% of evangelical youth leave the faith by 
their sophomore year of college; and when the culture in which 
evangelicals are supposed to be leavening agents sees violent crime 
rise 560% from the 1960’s to the 1990’s and illegitimacy rise over 
400% while weekly church attendance plunges during the same 
period, something is serious amiss.2 

According to the Barna Group’s polling data published in 
2007, of those who are outside the Christian faith only 15% think 
that the lifestyles of Christians differ significantly from society’s 
norms. Evangelical Christians were as likely as the rest of the 
population to gamble, visit a pornographic web site, steal, dabble 
with the occult, get drunk, use illegal drugs, lie, physically fight, 
take revenge on another, or speak cruelly behind another person’s 
back. They were only slightly less likely to use profanity in public, 
buy a lottery ticket, view sexually explicit magazines or movies, 
or have a sexual encounter outside of marriage. The survey noted 
that between the evangelical and non-evangelical Christians there 
is “no difference.” “If these two groups of people were in two 
separate rooms, and you were asked to determine, based on their 
lifestyle alone, which room contained the Christians, you would 
be hard-pressed to find much difference.”3

Of the primary consumers of the new worship, born-again 
Christians between 20 and 40 (approximately), majorities 
believe that cohabitation, gambling, and sexual fantasies are 
morally acceptable (57–59%), and disturbing percentages think 
extra-marital sex, profanity, drunkenness (35–44%), viewing 
pornography (33%), having an abortion (32%), and even 
homosexual relations (28%), are morally acceptable.4 This 
sharply contrasts with their elders (42+ adults), who hold more 
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traditional views. “Many young believers are living out their 
Christian faith with enormous moral laxity,” the pollsters tell us.5

When the public services of evangelicals included the reading 
and preaching of substantial portions of Scripture, when 
theologically and biblically rich hymns were sung, and when 
significant time and thought were given to prayer, a richer life 
of the mind and a deeper spirituality and virtue resulted. Today, 
mind and morals, as well as piety, languish. Evangelical ministry, 
such as it is, has failed in our day. Regarding theology itself, the 
Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life reports widespread 
biblical ignorance and theological heterodoxy. For example, 
52% of evangelicals believe that salvation is possible apart from 
Jesus, prompting Albert Mohler, President of Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary, Louisville, to claim, “We are witnessing 
a virtual collapse of evangelical theology.” He also sees in the 
survey results “an indictment of evangelicalism and evangelical 
preaching.”6 “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism” is the label that 
has been used by researchers to describe the beliefs of American 
teenagers. Christian Smith and his fellow scholars at the National 
Study of Youth and Religion at the University of North Carolina 
call this “the actual dominant religion among U. S. teenagers.” 
This faith commitment, they explain, “is centrally about feeling 
good.”7

Evangelical ministry in recent decades has largely gone seeker-
sensitive and purpose- (or market-) driven. The Willow Creek 
Church of Bill Hybels claims 12,000 churches from ninety 
denominations in thirty-five countries in its Association. The 
Saddleback Church of Rick Warren claims to have trained over 
four hundred thousand church leaders worldwide.8 Broadly 
considered, the Willow Creek/Saddleback axis represents 
how evangelicals do church—and it has failed.9 What may be 
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underestimated by even the most astute observers is the extent to 
which changes in public ministry championed by Hybels, Warren, 
and their disciples have contributed to this precipitous decline in 
Bible knowledge, Christian morals, Christian piety, and Christian 
affiliation. Lex orandi, lex credendi, lex vivendi.10 The law of prayer 
is the law of faith is the law of life. We pray as we believe; we live 
as we pray. Again, how we worship determines what we believe, 
and, what we believe determines how we worship. Mark Noll 
rightly complains of The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind, but few 
observers seem to appreciate the extent to which the trivialities 
of the new worship have contributed to and even accelerated the 
mindless and morally deteriorating culture of evangelicalism.11 
Large numbers of disaffected evangelicals are “quitting church,” as 
Julia Duin has documented.12 Why did this happen? How did we 
get there? Any answer which ignores the role that public worship 
plays in building and sustaining the Christian mind, morals, and 
piety will prove inadequate, especially in light of the impact that 
public worship is known to have had in the past, from the earliest 
days in the church’s history. 

Ministry back then
A short stroll back to the first millennium may help us. No less an 
authority than the great Roman Catholic liturgical scholar, J. A. 
Jungmann, in his acclaimed work, The Early Liturgy, part of the 
groundbreaking Notre Dame series of liturgical studies, raises the 
question of how the early church, without schools (elementary 
or higher education), without systematic catechetical instruction 
of children or youth, and without institutions or organizations 
existing to promote Christian influence in society, transformed 
Greco-Roman society from paganism to Christianity. His 
answer is the “profound and vast” formative power of Word-
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filled Christian worship. Namely, “in the worship of the ancient 
church, there was much reading of Holy Scripture of the Old 
Testament and the New… it was ordinarily a lectio continua: it was 
an unbroken reading of whole books.” To those were added “the 
sermons with which (the Fathers) accompanied these readings of 
the Scriptures.”13 Was this all? No, he continues, “the psalms, too, 
in an especial manner, became familiar to the faithful through 
public worship. After each (Scripture) lesson there followed, as 
a rule, a psalm sung in communion.”14 Anything else? Yes, he 
points to the prayers as well, to which the people added their 
“amen.” Together these elements “constituted for them a very 
effective school of prayer and religious life.”15 He adds to the prayers 
the administration of the sacraments. His conclusion? “Thus it 
was that the people gained a very extensive knowledge of Holy 
Scripture.”16 Again, says Jungmann, public worship “was both 
Christian school and Christian instruction… It was through 
the liturgy, i.e. through the word of God which it contains and 
through the strength of its sacraments, that a pagan society became a 
Christian society.”17 Even today, Orthodox bishop Kallistos Ware 
believes “the most important missionary witness that we have is 
the Divine Liturgy.”18 It matters what we do in worship.

John D. Witvliet, in his introduction to Ronald P. Byars’ What 
Language Shall I Borrow?: The Bible and Christian Worship, 
divides all worship into two components, the expressive and 
the formative.19 The latter, he believes, with its emphasis on 
sanctification and growth, is today endangered. He would 
have us ask of our worship practices, “What kind of people 
are our liturgical practices forming us to be?”20 This indeed is 
the question. What has happened to evangelical Christianity 
today? The short answer is, it has surrendered its Scripture-
filled historic worship for inferior modern alternatives and as 
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a result has lost touch with the Bible, the holy God it reveals, 
the transforming Christ it proclaims, and the moral imperatives 
it requires. Many evangelicals are showing their dissatisfaction 
with the developing status quo by voting with their feet. High 
profile defections to Rome, Canterbury, and Antioch have been 
many. Thomas Howard, former professor at Gordon College 
and convert to Roman Catholicism, may speak for many of 
them in complaining of “the desperate, barren, parched nature 
of evangelical worship.”21 Many others, as we have noted, are 
responding by leaving church altogether. Since our concern is 
primarily with historic Reformed worship and ministry (though 
we do appreciate historic Lutheran, Anglican, and other 
traditional Protestant forms of worship), we shall focus on its 
decline in the conservative Presbyterian denominations. Our story 
begins not with conspiracy or hostility to Reformed worship and 
ministry, but with benign neglect and the vacuum it created. 

Non-Issue
For most of the twentieth century, worship was not a matter 
of controversy among Reformed people. Among conservative 
Presbyterians, being Reformed meant little more than 
Calvinistic soteriology and covenantal systematic theology. One 
was considered Reformed if one believed the “Five Points of 
Calvinism” (soteriology), used Berkhof ’s Systematic Theology 
and affirmed the inerrancy of Scripture. That was about it. 
Perhaps one might add having a representative form of church 
government. But being Reformed clearly did not seem to 
mean much if anything regarding the way one worshipped. 
In this respect, the current “worship wars” in the conservative 
Presbyterian denominations come as something of a surprise, 
given the absence of conflict over worship for most of the 
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twentieth century. Denominational wars raged in the twentieth 
century, but worship, until relatively recently, was not a divisive 
issue. The Orthodox Presbyterian Church (OPC), Presbyterian 
Church in America (PCA), and Reformed Presbyterian Church, 
Evangelical Synod (RPCES), which was absorbed into the 
Presbyterian Church in America in 1983, were born out of the 
twentieth century’s fundamentalist/modernist debates. Beginning 
with the formation of Westminster Theological Seminary 
in Philadelphia in 1929, in response to the reorganization of 
Princeton Theological Seminary, conservative Presbyterianism 
has been identified with the inerrancy of Scripture and traditional 
Calvinistic theology. Worship was simply not an issue then, or for 
nearly the next fifty years.22 It was not an issue when the OPC 
was formed in the 1930s. It was not an issue when conservatives 
in the Southern Presbyterian Church were laying the foundations 
for what would become the PCA in the 1950s and 60s. The 
Presbyterian Journal, mouthpiece for the conservatives in the 
South and a reliable guide for identifying issues that were 
before the church, had few complaints about worship in the old 
denomination from 1942 to the mid-1960s. 

On a positive note, the 1960s even saw a spike in interest 
in historical Reformed worship in the mainline Presbyterian 
denominations. For example, Howard Hageman published Pulpit 
& Table: Some Chapters in the History of Worship in the Reformed 
Churches in 1962,23 followed by Donald Macleod’s Presbyterian 
Worship: Its Meaning & Method and J. J. Von Allmen’s Worship: 
Its Theory & Practice in 1965,24 and then by James Hastings 
Nichols, Corporate Worship in the Reformed Tradition, in 1968.25 
The first few complaints from conservatives about un-Reformed 
worship practices concerned the introduction of novelties by 
the progressives in the late 1960s. Specifically, the conservatives 
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named electronic instruments, films, dance, and drama, along 
with something called “liturgical balls.”26 The Presbyterian 
Journal mocked the new ways, declaring “if worship is to appeal 
to someone in his own idiom, then let us bring the discotheque 
into the sanctuary.”27 The conservatives were vocally opposed 
to the new worship of the liberals, and through spokesmen such 
as William Childs Robinson and G. Aiken Taylor (editor of 
Presbyterian Journal) fought it by appealing to the “regulative 
principle.”28 Some who would later chafe under the yoke of the 
regulative principle were not averse to invoking it when it suited 
their purposes in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

A pamphlet published by G. Aiken Taylor in 1971, entitled 
“How We Got Where We Are,” mentions numerous complaints 
over a ten-year period in the PCUS. These can be classified as 
political, moral, ecclesiastical, confessional, and educational. 
Tailor includes mention of “jazz ‘worship’ services in churches” 
(in 1965), the PCUS’ Board of National Ministry’s “New 
Ways” conference at Montreat, which featured face masks in 
its “experimental” worship, and a “hand-clapping communion 
service” (in 1968).29

But for the most part these liturgical experiments were seen as 
exotic, the work of a few eccentric (and liberal) radicals. More 
typically, the liberals and conservatives worshipped through the 
same forms, even if the content poured into those forms differed. 
So little was made of the worship issue prior to the founding of 
the PCA in 1973 that several observers altogether omit to name 
it.30

Furthermore, graduates from the conservative theological 
institutions prior to the 1980s recall that, beyond the mechanics 
of leading services, worship was rarely discussed in or outside of 
class during their seminary years. The “regulative principle,” so 
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much debated in the 1990s and to the present, was an unknown 
term to those earlier graduates. Robert Rayburn’s O Come, Let 
Us Worship, written in 1980 for Presbyterian pastors urging the 
practice of historic Reformed worship (against the encroachments 
of revivalism), fails to address the incipient Contemporary 
Worship Movement and makes only one passing reference to the 
regulative principle.31 This latter omission causes head-scratching 
today, but is understandable in context. Worship had not been an 
issue for a long time, though by the time of Rayburn’s writing it 
was on the horizon. The traditional practice of Protestant worship 
was mostly assumed.32 

We are suggesting that this lack of attention given to the 
principles and practice of Reformed worship created a void. 
When the challenges of the Contemporary Worship Movement 
(among evangelicals) and the Liturgical Renewal Movement 
(among mainline Protestants) began to be felt in the mid-
1980s, the conservative Reformed churches were vulnerable.33 
A number of Reformed pastors and their congregations came 
to believe that church growth could be served by incorporating 
the insights and practices of these movements. They seemed to 
assume that Reformed doctrine could be grafted into almost 
any worship tradition. As a result, by the mid-1990s one could 
find Presbyterian churches that looked more like Episcopalian, 
revivalist Baptist, Charismatic, or Seeker-Sensitive churches than 
traditional Presbyterian. Many applauded this, believing that a 
smorgasbord approach to worship would stimulate the growth 
of the church. Presbyterians would be able to offer a variety 
of choices, something for everyone. A whole cohort of young 
ministers was converted or called to the ministry in college 
through campus ministry organizations, and went from there into 
seminary, and then straight into the church, bringing with them 
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their taste for contemporary styles, and a profound ignorance 
of Reformed church practice. They imported from the campus 
or mimicked from “successful” churches what they knew would 
work: a more or less casual format, simple choruses, special music, 
and topical sermons addressing felt needs. This was fine, it was 
assumed, because being Reformed meant teaching Calvinistic 
doctrines, little more. Gradually, new forms of worship began 
to supplant traditional forms. But one need not worry, it was 
assumed. Contemporary Presbyterians still believed in the Five 
Points of Calvinism and used Berkhof. Nothing valuable was lost, 
or so it seemed to many. But the stage for conflict was being set. 

There were others in the Reformed camp whose response to 
contemporary Christian worship and the Liturgical Renewal 
Movement carried them down another path. They too may have 
been converted or called into the ministry in college. They too 
may have become Calvinists in college or seminary. But over 
time, as they continued to read the Reformers, Calvin himself, 
the Puritans, and contemporary Augustinians such as J. I. Packer 
and Hughes Oliphant Old, they began to conclude that there 
was more to being Reformed than Calvinistic theology. They 
came to be convinced that a given theology inevitably produces 
a corresponding worship and piety. The English Puritan, the 
Scottish Covenanter, the French Huguenot; Samuel Rutherford, 
John Bunyan, and Matthew Henry were all characterized 
by a high view of God, a low view of humanity, a profound 
appreciation of grace, zeal for holiness, ethical precision, and 
a comprehensive world and life view embracing family, work, 
church and society. They were humble, yet bold; reverent, yet 
energetic; religious, yet this-worldly. These admirable qualities 
were clearly the fruit of the Reformed faith, and just as clearly, 
highly desirable.
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How can the church reproduce these Reformed prototypes 
today? This second group concluded that it is not likely that such 
will be nurtured simply by studying the Five Points and reading 
Berkhof. It is not that they should not be studied or read. They 
should be. Berkhof ’s Systematic Theology is exceptionally helpful. 
But it was not primarily through reading theology texts that 
the older Reformed Protestants became what they were, and it 
is not what will make them live again. What will? Simply this: 
worshipping with Calvin.

The surprising but obvious answer to which they came was that 
Reformed piety is cultivated through the ministry of Reformed 
churches. Reformed ministry produces Reformed people and 
piety. Reformed churches must be established in which members 
will be nurtured by Reformed practice, and especially Reformed 
worship. “Puritan worship in both Englands, Old and New, was 
ideally constructed … to promote the heroic virtues in men and 
women of faith,” observes Horton Davies.34 Even as “heroic” 
seventeenth-century Puritan Covenanters and Huguenots were 
produced by Puritan Covenanter and Huguenot churches, so also 
“heroic” twenty-first-century Reformed people will be produced 
by twenty-first-century “Reformed” churches. Of course, 
doubters would have to be convinced that there is such a thing 
as Reformed practice (e.g. Reformed ways of worship, education, 
leadership, pastoral care, etc.). But once this is accomplished 
(historically there can be little doubt) and Reformed practice is 
again consistently implemented, then (the second group came to 
hope) the resulting fruit of Reformed piety, by God’s grace, may 
follow. Over against their contemporaries who embraced the 
contemporary culture, their response to the erosion of classical 
Reformed practice, particularly Reformed worship, was to 
lament that indeed something exceedingly valuable had been lost 
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and was begging to be restored. The stage was set, in turn, for 
denominational conflict. 

The above story has been repeated, more or less, in each of the 
major Protestant denominations. The traditionalist backlash 
has been widespread enough that we may begin to speak of a 
third worship renewal movement.35 In addition to the widely 
recognized Contemporary Worship Movement (mainly among 
Evangelicals) and the Liturgical Renewal Movement (mainly 
among mainline denominations), there is also a movement of 
those who see validity in classical Protestant worship, or more 
specifically for our interests, historic Reformed worship. The 
leaders of this movement from the conservative Presbyterian 
and Reformed denominations include Dr. Robert Godfrey, 
President of Westminster Theological Seminary in California, Dr. 
Joseph Pipa, President of Greenville Theological Seminary, and 
author/theologians T. David Gordon, Michael Horton, Darryl 
Hart, and Douglas Kelly, as well as the Twin Lakes Fellowship 
(launched in 2001) and its leadership, and pastors such as Ligon 
Duncan, pastor of First Presbyterian Church, Jackson, Mississippi, 
and Adjunct Professor of Systematic Theology at Reformed 
Theological Seminary Jackson, and Philip Ryken, former 
pastor of Tenth Presbyterian Church, Philadelphia, and current 
president of Wheaton College, among others. From the mainline 
Presbyterian Church (PCUSA), leadership has come from the late 
John Leith, the Calvin Colloquium, the Institute for Reformed 
Worship at Erskine Seminary, and, above all, Hughes Old. 

The gloomy news of this introduction must be balanced 
by the hopeful signs of life stirring in the ranks of Reformed 
Protestantism. There is a great deal of talk today about the 
“Emergent Church.” But according to Collin Hansen, “The 
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new Reformed movement may be a larger and more pervasive 
phenomenon,” and enjoys “a much stronger institutional base.”36 
If the neo-Calvinists of the “young, restless, reformed” movement 
can connect with this movement to renew historic Reformed 
ministry and worship, a powerful engine for church renewal and 
revival may result. 



Contemporary challenges
Imagine waking up on New Year’s Day realizing that your church 
had not sung one of the traditional carols through the entire 
Christmas season. Oh yes, Christmas music had been used. But 
your church is committed to reaching the popular culture through 
popular or “pop” worship. Consequently, all the Christmas music 
used in church that season had been written since 1970 and was 
of the sort that could be led with guitars and drums. “Hark the 
Herald Angels Sing,” “Joy to the World,” and “O Come, All Ye 
Faithful” had simply been bypassed for contemporary lyrics and 
tunes. The old favorites were reckoned to be too old-fashioned, 
too foreign for contemporary ears, too passé for the modern folks 
your church was determined to reach.

Sound far-fetched? Perhaps. It could be argued that no one has 
yet gone that far. No one has totally rejected the rich treasure in 
Christmas music and lyrics passed down to us by our believing 
ancestors. But for those of us determined to preserve the form 
and substance of traditional Reformed worship, the reasoning 
sounds familiar. Already, substantial portions of the large 
treasure of sacred song found in our hymnbooks, of which the 
Christmas carol is but a small part, have been rejected in favor 
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of contemporary alternatives. The beautiful hymn tunes, the 
biblically, theologically, and poetically rich lyrics, have been 
discarded. So also have the ancient creeds, the prayers, the Bible 
readings, the expository preaching, and the reverential tone 
which once characterized the worship of Reformed Protestantism. 
They have all been cast aside in favor of pop tunes, simple lyrics, 
unordained worship teams, “practical” preaching, and a “vibrant” 
tone. 

Robb Redman traces the roots of the new worship back to 
Aimee Semple McPherson’s Foursquare Pentecostal Angelus 
Temple in Los Angeles in the 1920s. “Sister Aimee’s Sunday 
evening service was the prototype for today’s seeker services,” 
he writes.37 Boasting a theater-design interior, Angelus Temple 
featured popular music, a praise band, and drama with scenery, 
costumes, props, and even live animals. From there Redman 
moves on to Robert Schuller’s Crystal Cathedral in Orange 
County, “the first American church to make extensive use of 
marketing and church growth techniques as a centerpiece of its 
mission.”38 

Plantinga and Rozeboom see the new worship arising broadly 
out of the convergence of three movements: the church growth 
movement, the charismatic movement, and the Christian 
contemporary music movement. The church growth movement, 
with its “homogeneous unit principle,” has encouraged a market-
driven approach to ministry, where a particular audience is 
targeted; the charismatic movement has influenced many of 
the marks of authenticity in the new worship: swaying bodies, 
upraised hands, closed eyes, faces turned heavenward, audible 
responses of approval; contemporary Christian music, with 
its “pop” sound, has provided the primary cultural point of 
contact with the targeted demographic.39 According to Sally 
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Morgenthaler, 74% of all American churches use “praise 
& worship choruses” in their services (vs. 38% as recently as 
1999). She defines contemporary worship as “a welcome, a 
20-minute song set, special music, and preaching” and claims 
that it is “the preferred style of worship among America’s 
most popular churches.”40 This “style,” more or less, unites the 
varieties of contemporary approaches to worship: charismatic, 
Pentecostal, seeker-friendly, and eclectic. An additional element, 
now characterizing 29% of all U.S. churches (a 625% increase 
since 1999) is the use of video clips at least monthly (21% do so 
weekly).41 “There (can be) little dispute that a distinct form of 
worship has developed in the last half century, and that it has been 
labeled ‘Contemporary Worship’—capital C, capital W—by 
inside planners and outside observers alike.”42 

When one of the largest and most prestigious of America’s 
Presbyterian churches added a contemporary worship service 
to its ministry menu in the mid-1990s, it became clear that few 
churches would be exempt from the call to accommodate their 
worship to the requirements of popular culture.43 Worship 
committees, sessions, and whole denominations everywhere are 
being pressured to alter forms that have been in place for years 
(sometimes centuries) in favor of those considered to be more 
appealing to the contemporary audience. The current synod 
president of the Missouri Synod Lutheran Church, Rev. Gerald 
Kieschnick, has pushed a market-driven approach to church 
growth which embraces pop culture over the older approach 
which emphasized the sacraments, liturgical worship, and the 
church’s historic confessions. He frequently announces, “This 
is not your grandfather’s church.” Traditionalists, however, are 
repeatedly asking if they can have their grandfather’s church 
back.44 Unremarkably, Lutherans want to worship with Luther. 



34 Worshipping with Calvin

Often there is confusion among the innovators, or even total 
ignorance as to how and why the older forms were adopted in the 
first place. Those accustomed to traditional worship may prefer 
the old ways. Their spiritual instincts may lead them reflexively 
to shield existing forms from alteration. But when confronted 
with the accusation that these preferences are no more than 
personal preferences, selfish personal preferences at that, indeed 
selfish  personal preferences of mere style and taste that obstruct 
the progress of the kingdom of God among contemporary 
audiences, they wither.45

The typical results of these sorts of encounters are regrettable 
from a traditionalist’s point of view. Historic forms that have 
communicated the Reformed faith and piety faithfully and 
effectively to succeeding generations for over 450 years have 
been jettisoned for novel and untested popular forms of 
dubious quality and doubtful suitability. Much of this has been 
done without the slightest bit of theological reflection.46 The 
unchurched are being reached and contemporary audiences 
are being won, the advocates of pop worship insist. Perhaps, 
we respond. They are being won, but at what level? We also 
want to know, at what cost? And for how long? Many of us 
seriously question whether the Reformed faith can be transmitted 
effectively when the forms of pop culture predominate.47 If our 
hunches prove correct, the drive toward the contemporary spells 
trouble for the future of Reformed Christianity. If we wish to 
remain Reformed, to grow more deeply Reformed, and transmit 
our Reformed faith to our children and grandchildren, then we 
must begin, once more, to worship with Calvin. 


