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DEVELOPING OUR SUNG WORSHIP WITH OUR SUNDAY MORNING ‘WINS’ IN MIND 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
This paper builds on a previous paper written by Andrew Sampson and Talan Archbold in May 2014. 
Since then, the Grace Church elders have devoted much time to the question, “What are our Sunday 
meetings for?” While there are many measures of success, the elders have agreed on two primary 
“wins” for our Sunday gatherings. We want everything we do on a Sunday morning to be directed 
towards these things: 
 

Sunday Morning Win Number One: Our guests love the experience of being with us on a 
Sunday and want to come back (this is an immediate win). 
 
Sunday Morning Win Number Two: There is a growing understanding of and engagement with 
the gospel resulting in life change (this is both an immediate and a long-term win). 

 
These two wins can be summarised as Guests and Gospel. 
 
Before we explore the implications of these wins for our sung worship, it may be helpful to place these 
wins in their broader context. 
 
 

WHAT IS OUR APPROACH TO MINISTRY AT GRACE CHURCH? 
 
Consider these three different ways of thinking about church (borrowed from Dave Stroud at Christ 

Church, London): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
In the bounded set model (figure 1), the world is divided sharply into insiders (believers) and 
outsiders (unbelievers). Church meetings are geared primarily towards church members. Seekers 
often feel alienated (“What is going on here?”) and their needs are not directly addressed, unless, of 
course, they are specifically targeted with an evangelistic message (which, if done insensitively, can 
serve to increase their sense of alienation). 
 
In the centred set model (figure 2), the central issue is not whether someone is “in” or “out”, but the 
trajectory they are on. In this model, everyone is on a journey, either towards Jesus or away from 
Jesus. When applied to church life, this model has to do with believers and seekers moving towards 
Jesus together. Where the bounded set model focuses on making converts, the centred set model 
focuses on making disciples. Rather than putting emphasis on a single “decision for Christ”, the centred 
set model recognises that someone’s journey is marked by many decisions. The church is a community 
of disciples that exists to help everyone take a next step.  
 

IN 
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Figure 1: Bounded set model 
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Figure 2: Centred set model Figure 3: Bounded/centred set model  
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Biblically, a strong case can be made for a hybrid of these two models (figure 3). There is a line of faith 
that we want people to cross and this is publicly celebrated at baptism. However, there remains an 
emphasis on the idea of journey, with both believers and seekers exploring the claims of Christ 
together.  
 
In Grace Church we want to move away from bounded set thinking and embrace more of a centred-set 
outlook. This is why we use the language of “helping every person take a next step” (see our welcome 
booklet and website). This means that everything we do needs to be accessible, comprehensible and 
helpful to people at all different stages. Our Sunday meetings are not just for church “insiders” but for 
our guests in the broadest sense of the word – whether they are following Jesus or haven’t yet “crossed 
the line of faith.” 
 
This is also why we want to have a strong emphasis on the gospel. We all need more of the gospel, 
whatever stage we’re at in our journey. In fact, it’s a richer understanding of and engagement with the 
gospel that will enable each one of us to take another step in our journey. As Keller puts it in The 
Prodigal God, the gospel is not just the ABC’s of the Christian life, but the A to Z of the Christian life.  
 
 

IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR SUNG WORSHIP 
 
 

1. GUESTS 
 
Who is our worship for? Of course, in all our worship our aim is to glorify God, but that raises a further 
question: “How is God best glorified?” Ed Stetzer writes: 
 

The church and its worship are not intended solely for believers. We are called to please God. This 
includes the edification of believers, but the true purpose of the church is as broad as the purposes 
of God. It is the missio Dei – the mission of God. It includes all that God includes because we are an 
extension of his work in the world (Stetzer, 2006, pp. 260-1). 

 
What we’re after at Grace Church is worship that is helpful to everyone, whatever stage they are at in 
their journey. In practice, therefore, our worship is for three main parties: we want worship that 
simultaneously edifies believers, evangelises seekers and honours God. 
 
Let’s be honest: it’s much easier to lead worship for believers in Jesus than for people who aren’t yet 
following him. If we’re going to err, we’re more likely to err in the direction of tailoring our worship to 
believers rather than to the needs of our guests. This is therefore the aspect that we need to be 
particularly intentional about addressing. 
 
There’s a second reason why our default tendency will be to plan worship for insiders without giving 
primary consideration to the needs of others. When we look out at the congregation on a Sunday, 
we’re frequently more aware of church members than we are guests. It’s tempting to tailor everything 
we do to the people who we know are going to be in the room, week in and week out. 
 
This leads to a vicious cycle, as explained by Tim Keller (2001). Leaders only see other Christians 
present, so they don’t think to adapt their worship to people who aren’t yet following Jesus. “But since 
they fail to make the adaptations, Christians who are there (though perhaps edified themselves) do not 
think to bring their sceptical and non-Christian friends to church. They do not think they will be 
impressed. So no outsiders come. And so the pastors respond only to the Christian audience. And so on 
and on.” 
 
The way to break this cycle, says Keller, is to worship as if there are sceptical onlookers present in the 
room. “And if you worship as if, eventually they will be there in reality” because members of the 
church will feel confident in bringing them along. 
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What would worship at Grace Church look like if we were worshipping “as if…”? Here are some things 
to bear in mind: 
 
 

i) Language 
 
In 1 Corinthians 14, Paul is at pains to instruct the Corinthians that they should be sensitive to the 
needs of unbelievers when they gather to worship. In our meetings, both the worship leader and the 
anchor have an important role to play in ensuring that no one feels alienated and confused. What is 
said from the front needs to be as inclusive as possible. We need to acknowledge our guests by giving 
them frequent asides.  
 
This is a huge area, but perhaps it would helpful to break it down as follows: 
 
 Preparation for the meeting 
 

We’re asking our worship leaders to prepare with guests in mind (and the gospel too, but we’ll 
come to that later). This means giving careful consideration to the lyrical content of the songs that 
we’ll be singing. Many songs have difficult or unusual terminology – this doesn’t mean they 
shouldn’t be sung, but it would be helpful not to overload or start a worship set with such songs. 
Other songs are problematic because they’re starkly personal and exclusive to believers, such as 
Thank you for saving me or Draw me close to you. In all of our preparation, we should be putting 
ourselves in the shoes of our guests, asking, “Would I find this helpful, or unhelpful?” 

 
 During the meeting 
 

Bob Kauflin (2008) writes that “being aware of the presence of non-Christians in our meetings 
causes me to say things more simply, explain common Christians phrases or words, and 
occasionally address those with us who don’t know the Saviour” (p. 203). Special thought needs to 
be given to how we help people make sense of songs with unusual terminology. Here are some 
lines from two songs that we sing regularly at Grace Church: 
 

“Christ alone, Cornerstone.” 
“My anchor holds within the veil.” 
“You are holy, holy, holy.” 

 
In instances such as these, the worship leader or anchor would do well to explain the central 
concepts so that people can make sense of what they’re singing. This doesn’t necessarily mean 
addressing the congregation directly; it can be just as effective to address a prayer to God which 
expands on a major theme of the song. In this way, unusual terminology is explained and a God-
ward focus is maintained without the congregation getting the sense that a hand-brake has been 
applied to the worship. 

 
Extempore singing can be powerful but needs to be carefully led. For instance, if the worship 
leader launches straight into extempore singing with the expectation that everyone in the room 
will follow, this will be confusing to anyone who isn’t familiar with charismatic culture. Similarly, 
leading with the phrase, “Let’s all sing out our songs of praise to Jesus” will be alienating for 
someone who doesn’t have a personal walk with Christ (in this case, the problem is with the word 
“all”). A better phrase would be something like: “Let’s take a few moments to sing out our thanks 
and praise to Jesus. If this is a bit strange and unfamiliar to you, then why not pray your own 
prayer in your heart, or simply listen to the music?” 

 
 

ii) Quality aesthetics 
 
Tim Keller (2001) writes: 
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The power of art draws people to behold it. … In many churches, the quality of the music is 
mediocre or poor, but it does not disturb the faithful. Why? Their faith makes the words of the 
hymn or the song meaningful despite its artistically poor expression, and further, they usually 
have a personal relationship with the music-presenter. But any outsider who comes in, who is not 
convinced of the truth and who does not have any relationship to the presenter, will be bored or 
irritated by the poor offering. In other words, excellent aesthetics includes outsiders, while 
mediocre or poor aesthetics exclude. 

 
This is one of the reasons why we want to aspire to excellence where our sung worship is concerned. 
It’s not just musicianship that is important here; quality of sound is also important. 
 
Worship leaders can help their fellow band-members to be the best they can be on a Sunday morning 
by preparing for a Sunday well in advance and circulating the music to everyone ahead of time. 
 
 

iii) Style 
 
This is frequently the area over which many churches experience so-called “worship wars”. We’re not 
interested in squabbling over style preferences at Grace Church; the key point is that we want our 
worship experience to be as inclusive as possible. Our worship leaders need to appreciate that, in 
practice, that may well mean putting individual preferences aside for the sake of serving others. 
 
Tim Keller (2001) remarks on “some major cracks in the foundation of evangelical assumptions” about 
the kind of music that seekers find most helpful. In particular: 
 

 Contemporary worship removes transcendence. But a younger generation hungers for awe. 
 
 Contemporary worship ditches history and tradition. But a younger generation hungers for 

rootedness, and loves a mix of ancient and modern. 
 
 Contemporary worship is responsible for the “cult of the worship leader” – modelled on the 

stage performer with emphasis on slick professionalism. But a younger generation hungers 
for authenticity and community. 

 
It is clear that there are also limitations to a more traditional style of worship: 
 

 It can come across as “culturally elite” (difficult language, etc.) so that the worship only 
appeals to educated, highly literate types. 

 
 There may be an over-emphasis on singing about God rather than singing to God. 

Consequently, there can be a lack of emphasis on God’s immanence/intimacy with God. 
 
 It can be difficult to incorporate into a “flow” of worship. 

 
In response to all this, it seems best to go for a mix of contemporary and traditional worship songs. 
Both styles have their limitations. This doesn’t mean that we ditch one or the other. Instead, we should 
be careful to ensure that we don’t have an over-reliance on one or the other. 
 
 

2. GOSPEL 
 
The gospel is the good news that God has reached out to a lost, broken world in Jesus. We want Jesus 
to have centre-stage every time we gather. The gospel is important because we all need Jesus, 
whatever stage we’re at in our journey. We will never be satisfied if all people are picking up from our 
corporate gatherings are vague notions of the love of God or challenges about self-help moralism.  
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Teaching while we’re not teaching 
 
The songs that we sing have a key part to play in whether or not people “get” this message. When the 
church sings together, we’re teaching everyone present about what we value most. Whether we like it 
or not, most people pick up their theology from our worship songs. 
 
Bob Kauflin writes: 
 

Vague ideas of God don’t serve us or the people we lead. If most of our songs could be sung by 
Buddhists, Muslims or Hindus, it’s time to change our repertoire. … [Our songs] should help us 
accurately identify and praise the only true God who has revealed himself in the Saviour, Jesus 
Christ (2008, p. 62). 

 
Kauflin reflects on the significance of Jesus’ words in John 4 where Jesus claims that the place of 
worship is now relocated from the Jerusalem to himself. The implications of this are immense: “Jesus is 
where and how we meet with God’. This means “there’s nothing about our worship of God that isn’t 
defined or affected by Jesus Christ” (p. 70). Kauflin concludes: 
 

The gospel is not merely one of many possible themes we can touch on as we come to worship God. 
It is the central and foundational theme. All our worship originates and is brought into focus at the 
cross of Jesus Christ (p. 72). 

 
 

Coming to the foot of the cross 
 
Bob Kauflin puts his finger on a central truth. The cross was the climax of all that Jesus came to do. At 
the cross we see God’s glory most clearly. It is at the cross that the love, generosity and wisdom of our 
God come into sharpest focus. This means it’s imperative that, every Sunday, whether or not we’re 
celebrating Communion, we’re brought again to the foot of the cross. Kauflin writes the following 
advice for worship leaders: 
 

[O]ne of our primary thoughts as we plan a Sunday meeting should be: Will our time together cause 
people’s view of, trust in, and desire for God’s glory in Christ and him crucified to increase? For a 
worship leader’s preparation, focus and evaluation, no question is more important (p. 79). 

 
Like Paul, our message is simple in the extreme: in everything we do we want to proclaim, celebrate 
and worship “Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor 2:2). 
 
 

NEXT STEPS 
 

 Autumn term: Talan and Andrew gather worship leaders to reflect on this paper. 

 
 

 From September: Andrew Sampson and Matt Leach will be meeting on Wednesday mornings 
to evaluate the previous Sunday and plan the details of the following Sunday. We are guided by 
the principle set out by Allen Ross: “There is no reason for individual churches to change 
everything they have been doing; but there is every reason for all congregations to evaluate 
everything they are doing to see how they can do it better” (quoted in Kauflin, 2008, p. 157). 
Our stated wins of Guests and Gospel will provide the lenses through which we reflect on the 
previous Sunday, and our aims will be to formulate feedback for the anchor, preacher and 
worship leader (and others as appropriate). 
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 Planning ahead: In the event of the preacher wanting to request any particular song(s), we will 
do our best to ensure that the worship leader has these details at least one week in advance. 
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