
  

Christians have held the Lord’s Day in reverence since the 
beginning of the church, and with good reason. From the 
beginning, disciples assembled on the first day of the week as 
well as other occasions. Yet, over two millennia, the public 
worship has undergone radical change. These changes even effect 
what we as New Testament Christians practice today. Some 
changes through the ages involve custom but many are clear 
departures from New Testament practices.
Usually our discussions on the history of church worship center 
on one topic - music in worship. But there is much more to 
learn. We will study Music in Worship in future lesson. I hope a 
brief review will be helpful.
The First Century Church 
Our information sources for 1st century worship are almost 
exclusively found in the New Testament. Even there we do not 
find a specific worship service outlined or described in detail.
What we know is Christians assembled to worship. The worship 
included teaching, edification, exhortation and encouragement (1 
Cor. 14, esp. 1-6, 12-18, 23-25; Acts 20:7-11). Prayers were offered 
and songs sung (Acts 12:12; 1 Cor. 14:13-16). In addition, in Lord’s 
Day assemblies they observed the memorial of Christ’s death in 
what we call the Lord’s Supper (Acts 20:7). Paul’s discussion of 
this practice in 1st Corinthians 11 is only about 25 years after its 
institution by Jesus. He writes the supper was a remembrance of 
the suffering and death of the Lord as well as a proclamation of 
His death “until He comes.” Funds were also collected on the 
Lord’s Day as needed for benevolent and evangelistic purposes (1 
Cor. 16:1,2; 2 Cor. 8,9; Philip. 4:14-18). Most historical discussions 
are about the Lord’s Day assemblies but it is clear Christians met 
at other times, sometimes just for prayer (Acts 12:12) or 
exhortation and prayer (Acts 4:23-31). There were assemblies with 
singing and teaching, sometimes involving exercising of spiritual 
gifts (1 Cor. 14). It appears the occasion determined what was 
included in the worship assembly.
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First Century 

Churches Met in 
Homes 

 
Typical First Century House 

Christians met in homes for 
practical reasons. For many 
churches, secrecy was 
needed. Also, larger homes 
usually had a large open 
courtyard and/or a large 
room used for banquets, 
etc. Christians met there in a 
safer environment. Smaller 
churches often could not 
afford to build buildings 
and could easily meet in 
homes.  

CHURCH HISTORY

“Now these things took place as examples for us…”

Appendix I - History of Church Worship 



Some historians suggest the early church chanted prayers and 
scripture, as was done in Jewish temple and tabernacle worship. 
The prayers were extemporaneous. Once Christians were banned 
from Jerusalem, services were conducted in homes. By the 2nd  
century, evidence indicates the service centered upon the Lord’s 
Supper memorial. 
Second & Third Century Practice 
By the mid second century we have some written records of 
worship. The best description is given by the famous Apostolic 
Father - Justin the Martyr. In his first defense of Christianity, 
First Apology, written about 150 AD, Justin writes an overall 
description of what constituted this Sunday worship:
“…and on the day ca!ed Sunday an assembly is held in one place of a! 
who live in town or country, and the records of the apostles or the 
writings of the prophets are read as time a!ows. Then, when the reader 
has finished, the president (presider - SP) in a discourse admonishes and 
exhorts (us) to imitate these good things. Then we a! stand up together 
and send up prayers; and as we said before, when we have finished 
praying, bread and wine and water are brought up, and the president  
likewise sends up prayers and thanksgivings to the best of his ability, and 
the people assent, saying the Amen; and the elements over which thanks 
have been given are distributed, and everyone partakes; and they are sent 
through the deacons to those who are not present. And the wealthy who so 
desire give what they wish, as each chooses; and what is co!ected is 
deposited with the president... And we assemble together on Sunday, 
because it is the first day, on which God… made the world; and Jesus 
Christ our Savior rose %om the dead on that day…”

The fact that little was written on worship may indicate there 
was little disagreement about what comprised corporate 
worship. Historians agree there was uniformity of practice.  So it 
should not be thought coincidental that Justin’s worship 
description is so close to that described in the New Testament. 
He is only one generation removed from the time of the 
apostles. Most historians say these early services were brief. 
Threat of discovery as well as the need for workers and slaves to 
return quickly to their jobs necessitated brevity. Private homes 
were the setting for Christian worship for over two hundred 
years in many places, for over three hundred years in others. 
Love Feasts 
Many historians suggest early worship centered around a 
fellowship meal which would include the Lord’s Supper. They 
postulate all would share in a common meal which included 
prayers being offered, songs being sung, and the communion. 
Some draw a parallel with the OT Passover meal. They see that 
as a common meal to which the antitype of the communion, the 
lamb, was eaten at the end. These historians say the use of the 
term “love feast” in Jude 12 is a reference to such a meal. (“These 
are they who are hidden rocks in your love-feasts when they feast with 
you.”) 
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The Presider 

……………………………. 

By the early second century we 
already see the practice of one 
elder being designated the 
bishop, who was viewed as the 
leader of the local church. He 
comes to be the presider/
president in the service, 
carrying out almost all the 
public parts of the service. 
Ignatius, contemporary with 
Justin Martyr will advocate the 
pre-eminent authority of the 
bishop in the local church. 

Eventually the practice leads to 
the belief that only a bishop 
can “say the mass” and preside 
at the table.   



However, evidence from the apostolic fathers (esp. Tertullian and 
Hippolytus) indicates the love feast and the Lord’s Supper were 
not the same meal. Both were part of a congregation’s regular 
practice but not the same. Some argue the Passover meal (a 
foreshadowing of the Lord’s Supper)  was a common meal 
including specified foods named in Exodus 12. However the foods 
of the Passover are not only named but each had a significance. 
There was no combining of common unrelated foods with the 
unleavened bread, bitter herbs and roasted lamb. The meal was a 
memorial, like the Lord’s Supper, with each element representing 
something. That would not be what is described as a love feast by 
historians.
It is not difficult to believe brethren might eat together in 
someone’s home “pot-luck” style when meeting. However, 
combining the common meal with the Lord’s Supper as worship 
seems unlikely. This appears to be part of the problem Paul 
specifically addressed in 1st Corinthians 11. The Corinthians were 
combining a common meal with the Lord’s Supper. Paul is 
adamant in his condemnation adding they should eat their 
common meals at home and not in their worship. Paul’s teaching 
simply does not fit if the Corinthian church was practicing a 
Lord’s Supper/common meal combination. I believe “love feast” 
referred to a regular common meal they shared together as a 
family as they met in one another’s homes for worship. It held 
great significance to them and was meant for the members only. 
But it does not refer to a meal that included the Lord’s Supper. 
The Scriptures simply do not support that interpretation. Justin 
Martyr’s worship description also does not include the “love 
feast.” It is clear the love feasts came to be abused by some. A few 
early writers address their party-like atmosphere and, like Paul, 
condemn such practices. 
We will see the meaning of the Lord’s supper change over time. 
Beginning as a simple memorial including remembrance and 
hope, it will transform into something very different over the 
centuries.
By the end of the 3rd century some changes to worship are 
evident, but they are nothing like what is about to occur. Soon 
almost every aspect of the church will  undergo radical change.
Constantine and Worship Practices 
With the conversion of Roman Emperor Constantine about 312 
AD, everything changes for the church. It transforms from being 
an illegal sect to the official religion of the empire; from a religion 
of the common man, the poor and the slave, to the religion of the 
powerful and wealthy. Now money is no object. Its plans become 
grandiose in every way. Simple New Testament Christianity is 
disappears from the mainstream. 
With Constantine’s legalization of Christianity, not to mention 
the enormous imperial financial support, the building of churches 
virtually exploded in the course of the fourth century. Much of 
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Basilicas were large Roman 
edifices built for courts or as 
large assembly halls. When 
Emperor Constantine was 
converted the number of 
Christians increased 
exponentially. Basilica 
architecture was very 
suitable for large gatherings 
of Christians. The great 
cathedrals of the Catholic 
church copy this 
architecture. Some early 
basilicas were converted into 
churches. 

……………………………

The Basilica of 
Constantine 

……………………………. 

Constantine’s Basilica 
Trier, Germany



the story attached to the development of the Eucharist (Lord’s 
Supper), liturgy and the calendar is associated with what was 
required by the sheer scale of the new buildings. One can get 
some sense of the extravagance of the imperial donations from 
the list of gifts to the Lateran Basilica, recorded in the Liber 
Pontificalis. For example, Constantine gave seven altars of finest 
silver, each weighing two hundred pounds, seven gold patens 
(communion plates), each weighing thirty pounds, two censers of 
finest gold, each weighing thirty pounds. And this is not even a 
fraction of the gifts that are enumerated for this building alone.
The worship itself is becoming something observed rather than a 
participatory experience. The sheer size of the buildings and the 
great numbers of people lead to the worship acts being 
performed mostly by the bishop and his deacons. These services 
become longer and more elaborate to fit the large occasion. The 
communion is the center of the service and its observance is 
extended significantly. 
The Middle Ages 
The content and pattern of worship became standardized over 
time, including the content of the prayers and the words spoken 
in the Mass, the Lord’s Supper part of the service.
The Eucharist/Lord’s Supper becomes an act of the bishop, not 
the member. Eventually the congregation is not even allowed to 
observe the prayer of consecration of the elements by the priest. 
The prayer was considered so sacred that the congregation 
should not even hear it. Eventually it was thought too sacred a 
moment for common people to even observe. Screens were used 
to block the congregation’s view of the moment. The developing 
doctrine of transubstantiation (elements changing into the 
actual body and blood of Christ) contributed to this view. 
The standardizing of prayers and other parts of the liturgy for all 
churches becomes necessary when all the members in a city 
become too numerous to meet in one place. It is impossible for 
the city bishop to officiate at all the services. Other presbyters/
priests are authorized to conduct services. Because many of 
these presbyters were not well educated, plus concern that false 
doctrine might be uttered, the bishop began to write out prayers 
and the Eucharistic service for them. Eventually the prayers and 
other said parts of the service become standardized and codified. 
By the 11th century the Roman church’s service was practiced by 
all of western Christendom but it really does not become rigidly 
codified until 1500’s.
Much of the service form is borrowed from imperial practices of 
the Roman emperor and his court. The opening procession of 
the clergy preceded by lighted candles and incense is a copy of 
the emperor’s entrance into his court. The more elaborate 
vestments imitated the robes of the imperial court. 
The service had come to almost completely exclude the 
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The Cathedrals        
of Europe  

……………………………. 

By the 12th century the great 
cathedrals of Europe began to  
appear. Their grandeur and 
opulence and detail often 
required generations to build. 
They remain as symbols to the 
excess of Catholicism. 

Notre Dame, Paris 
Begun in 1163 

St Peters, Rome        
Built 1506-1526 



participation of the congregation. Such a lengthy and elaborate 
service, that had once been simply observed, came to be 
recognized by some as a problem. Thus, things for the 
congregant to do on his own during the service were created - 
things like prayer beads and prayer books for one to use 
individually. The congregant became almost totally separated 
from the public service. The public worship becomes something 
done for the congregant, not by him. Simple New Testament 
worship is completely gone by the 6th century. Worship forms 
will remain fairly static until the 11th century and, later, with the 
beginning of the Renaissance.
The Reformation 
By the Renaissance (approx. 1350-1650) the pomp and pageantry 
of the elaborate services had reached its zenith. It will be one of 
the things that prompt the Reformation as the movement’s 
leaders rebel against such corrupt worship practices.
The rebellion against Catholic corruption that was the 
Reformation included disgust with this  elaborate pomp and 
ceremony. Though many Reformation leaders would reject this 
style, they would still retain a service centered in the priest and 
communion separated from the congregant. 
The reformers felt the need to defend and preach their reforms 
and convince the members to accept them. Thus preaching 
becomes the emphasis of Reformation worship. The service was 
mostly a sermon.
Reformation Leaders on Worship  

Like the Catholic church, Martin Luther continued to believe 
the communion, or mass, was the centerpiece of worship 
performed by the priest. He believed the Sunday service would 
mainly be the Lord’s Supper and the sermon. The sermon came 
to dominate the service for Luther. But Luther did return to an 
emphasis on the Lord’s Supper. Also, he will begin to introduce 
hymns in the common language and encourage congregational 
participation in singing, though complicated singing by choirs 
continued to be a part of the worship.
Ulrich Zwingli’s influence on changes in worship were somewhat 
limited because he died relatively early in the Reformation. 
However, he did have major influence some areas. It is Zwingli 
who strongly de-emphasizes the Catholic sacraments. But he 
reduced the Lord’s Supper observance to once a quarter and, like 
Luther, made the Sunday service mostly about the sermon. In 
fact, he basically viewed the public worship as a teaching service. 
Congregational participation was minimal. Zwingli’s reforms 
strongly influence Protestant worship going forward.    
As with many of the reformers, John Calvin’s main focus was on 
theology and church government. He showed limited interest in 
liturgy (public worship forms). However, he did, believe the 
Sunday service should have an emphasis on the Eucharist, the 
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Reformation 
Church Buildings 
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The Reformation brought 
about significant changes in 
church buildings. Rejecting the 
opulence and extravagance of 
Catholic edifices, simpler 
buildings are constructed, 
absent of images, decoration 
and expensive materials. Calvin 
said all he needed were “four 
walls and a pulpit.” 
Interiors emphasized different 
parts of the worship. The 
communion altar and choir 
lofts receded and the focus 

was upon the pulpit. 
Indoctrinating the 
congregation on new teaching 
was considered the essential 
mission.  

Kinneff Old Church, 
Scotland (1738) 



Lord’s Supper observance. But Zwingli’s view of a monthly 
observance of the communion was predominant in Switzerland. 
The result was Calvin’s worship also became mainly a preaching 
service. 
The effect of these Reformation views on public worship actually 
led to an even smaller emphasis on public participation in the 
service. With some exceptions (ex., Luther’s congregational 
singing) the preacher/bishop did everything. Zwingli’s views on 
this were so strong that he didn’t just oppose instrumental music 
in worship, he opposed practically all kinds of music in worship. 
Even in Calvin’s Geneva the only singing was of a Psalm in meter 
during the occasional observance of the Lord’s Supper. (We will 
discuss the history of music in worship later in a separate lesson.)
Influence of the “Free Churches” of Europe 

Outside the main Reformation churches (Lutheran, Reformed, 
etc), there were the “free churches” of Europe.  These churches 
were somewhat out of the mainstream. They placed even greater 
emphasis on local church government and the Bible as the final 
authority. 
As a result, they believed a fixed order of service and use of 
preset prayers were unnecessary. Prayers were extemporaneous 
and the order of the service was not set. One would think this 
would lead to more member involvement in the public worship 
but it did not. In fact, in these churches (ex. Anabaptists, 
Independents, Separatists, Puritans), even less member 
participation was allowed. They believed the church service was 
about instruction and edification. Like other Reformation 
churches the Lord’s Supper was celebrated quarterly or annually 
with little ceremony or comment.  These Free Worship churches 
are the ones who fled persecution and came to America. Thus, 
they had the greatest influence on Protestant worship in 
America. 
Summary 

For at least two centuries, worship forms of the New Testament 
worship prevailed, with significant change beginning in the late 
200’s. With the conversion of Emperor Constantine in the early 
4th century major changes occurred in the church, including the 
worship. With Christianity now the official religion of the 
empire, the rich and powerful became the leaders. Worship 
became elaborate. Throngs of people came to worship resulting 
in reduction of congregational participation. Eventually the form 
and content of worship was set and codified by the Catholic 
church. Worship became a show watched by the members.
The Reformation resulted in the simplifying of the worship 
though congregational participation remained minimal. It will be 
among the “free” churches of Europe that set forms are rejected. 
However it will be the 1800’s before congregational participation 
returns to the worship. The revival of the inner effects of 
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Pulpit as center 
of the church 


