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Doxology, Theology,  
and the Mission of God
Matt Boswell, Providence Church  

(Frisco, Texas)

In many ways I was a Pharisee from birth. I continually 

validated myself by my progress in knowing and retaining 

information about God, the Scripture, and the nature of man. 

I grew up the son of a Southern Baptist pastor, with a deep love 

for the Word of God. I went to state finals in Bible drill, and 

in Sunday school, I typically beat the other kids to the answers. 

Nevertheless, as I approached adulthood, when I heard 

the word “theology,” I increasingly felt second-class. More 

and more, it seemed my knowledge of God was not as 
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developed or as informed as other men. Perhaps theology is 

for “real pastors,” while lyrics and melodies are for worship 

leaders. Maybe preaching pastors and professors have the 

corner on deep truth, while worship leaders are relegated to 

the shallow waters of elementary learning.

I was wrong. 

Theology is not intended for the elite, but for all of God’s 

people. One of the promises of the new covenant is that God 

would write His law upon our hearts. Hebrews 10:16 says, 

“This is the covenant that I will make with them after those 

days, declares the Lord: I will put my laws on their hearts, 

and write them on their minds.” We are able know God 

because He has revealed Himself to us.

In the late twentieth century, between the rise of the 

praise and worship movement and the dawn of the seeker 

sensitive church, the modern expression of the worship leader 

was birthed. Shaped by influential songwriters, and later by 

Christian pop stars, the song leaders of churches went through 

a tremendous reformation. While there are both positive and 

negative aspects of these developments, there remains great 

confusion over the role of the worship leader: Are we pastors 

who sing, or artists who pastor? What does our theology say 

about the role of worship, and specifically the worship leader? 

After talking with friends about this around the country, 

it became clear that there was a longing in the church for 
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theological worshippers, with a blazing passion for truth and 

the glory of God. Worship should not to be driven by prag-

matism, but informed by the Word of God. There must be 

a marriage between theology and doxology. Worship leaders 

are called to be men who pursue and practice biblical wor-

ship, and call their churches to the same. Or, as Psalm 96 puts 

it, there are to be five marks of the worship of the church.

five Marks of the Worship of the Church

The worship of the church is God-centered. 

Psalm 96 is a microcosm of some crucial perspectives 

Scripture gives us. This psalm was originally written for 

the covenant people of God for the entry of the Ark of the 

Covenant into Jerusalem (1 Chron. 16). This psalm shapes 

doxology, theology, the worship leader, and the mission of 

the church.

Oh sing to the Lord a new song;

sing to the Lord, all the earth!

Sing to the Lord, bless his name;

tell of his salvation from day to day.

Declare his glory among the nations,

his marvelous works among all the peoples! 

(vv. 1–3)
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We find in these verses six imperatives commanded by 

God, through the psalmist. There are three calls to “sing 

to the Lord,” and one call each to “bless his name,” “tell of 

his salvation from day to day,” and “declare his glory among 

the nations.” The psalm itself is modeling this worshipful 

response for us as the people of God. In the commands to 

sing, what kind of singing is called for? Who should be sing-

ing? What types of songs are decreed? The church’s worship 

should be marked by a God-centered, Trinitarian, gospel 

emphasis.

What kind of singing is called for? “Sing to the Lord,” we 

see, is commanded. When the church is gathered together 

in the name of God, only singing which glorifies Him is 

appropriate. We don’t sing corporately because it was our 

idea. We sing because it was God’s idea for His people. Since 

it is God who has commanded us to sing, it is God who will 

also determine what kind of songs we will sing. We are to 

sing to Him and for Him. Our songs are not meant to be 

entertainment, or a distraction from God. As God’s people, 

the primary content of our songs are “psalms, hymns and 

spiritual songs” (Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16). 

Our worship should express more of what God has done 

for us, and less of what we will do for Him. The worship 

leader is often tasked with choosing the songs to be sung in 

church, so this should be done with great intentionality and 
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care. Mark Dever and Paul Alexander give this advice to 

pastors and worship leaders: “As the main teaching pastor (or 

worship leader), it is your responsibility to shepherd the con-

gregation into the green pastures of God-centered, gospel-

centered songs, and away from the arid plains of theological 

vacuity, meditations on human experience, and emotional 

frenzy.”1 Weightlessness is a result of deficient theological 

perspectives—from preaching to singing, when we develop 

primarily a man-centered view of worship (anthropocentric) 

rather than a God-centered view of worship (theocentric). 

My proposal here is not that addressing the needs of man 

is irrelevant. My aim is to propose that as we call the atten-

tion of our congregations first to God and His revelation, 

then man’s needs will be addressed as well. Edification of the 

church, evangelism, and disciple-making are all benefits of 

God-centered worship. What we see modeled in this psalm 

is a God-centered view of worship that then edifies hearers 

by reminding them of salvation (v. 2), while also producing 

an evangelistic effect (vv. 10–14).

We see in the text that we are to sing new songs. The 

church has been given a song to sing. Our song is a song of 

salvation. As the people of God we are meant to be continu-

ally writing new songs that confess the tenets of our faith in 

fresh, creative, and meaningful ways. However, new songs 

are not an end in themselves. The “new song” we sing is 
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informed by the “old song,” and looks with anticipation 

toward the new song we will sing in heaven (Rev. 5:8–10).2

As worship leaders, songs are a constant part of our 

ministry. It is vital for the worship leader to learn from the 

songs of church history, and to be informed by the men and 

women of God who have penned the hymnals of the church. 

Through the lens of the past, and with an eye to the future, 

we find the place of our songwriting.

Who is to sing this new song? “All the earth” is beckoned 

to sing the praises of God, and to bless His name. We do not 

worship in isolation, drawing a circle around ourselves and 

imagining it’s just “me and God.” Corporate worship in the 

church serves as a rich time for people to practice Colossians 

3:16, as we teach one another with psalms, hymns, and spiri-

tual songs. Far too often the singing of modern churches is 

focused more on the sound of the instruments than on the 

sound of gathered voices raised in proclaiming the worship 

of God.

The worship of the church is biblically formed.

Worship leaders ought to come to lead the people of God 

with a guitar in one hand, a Bible in the other, and know 

how to use each weapon well. We are a people formed by the 

word of God, and it is His Word that calls us to worship. The 

only element needed for congregational worship to occur is 
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God’s Word laid open in the midst of His people. We see a 

fascinating overtone in this passage about the character and 

nature of God, in that it calls us to Trinitarian singing. Three 

times the psalmist calls us to sing to the Lord. Immediately 

we can’t help but suppose that there is method to the refrain 

and intentionality in the redundancy. Charles Spurgeon, the 

great Puritan pastor, comes to our aid, “Thrice is the name 

of the Lord repeated, and not without meaning. The sacred 

fire of adoration only burns with vehement flame where 

the Trinity is believed in and beloved.”3 With the psalm-

ist’s words, and Spurgeon’s passionate exposition, we are 

reminded we are a people who worship the Father through 

the Son, by the Spirit. Far too often we overlook the impor-

tance of this fact. Apart from the revelation and initiation 

of the Trinity, worship is impossible. Without the wisdom 

of the Father, the work of the Son, and the presence of the 

Spirit, we cannot worship God. 

We don’t pursue theology as an end in itself. To do so 

would be the pursuit of knowledge rather than the pursuit 

of God. There is a grave difference between knowing about 

God and knowing God. John Piper elaborates, “If we just 

know Him in our minds, we’re not doing anything differ-

ent than the devil. The devil is one of the most theological, 

orthodox beings in the universe. He just hates what he knows 

about God.”4 Oftentimes, in matters of theological discussion 
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our tendency is aimed at information, and we forget that our 

final objective should be communion with God. 

The chief end of theology is doxology.

Theology shapes doxology. Christian worship is built upon, 

shaped by, and saturated with Scripture. Our doxology is 

informed by divine revelation. For the worship leader, our 

beliefs and convictions about God are what serve as the foun-

dation for worship. A love for the Word of God is a primary 

requirement. Without a vivid belief in the inerrancy and suf-

ficiency of the Word of God, our services (and our lives) will 

never find the rhythm of worship. The rhythm of worship 

is revelation and response: our beliefs about God’s revelation 

dictate our response. 

Worship leaders lead the people of God in the worship 

of God. Above all things, we ought to be men who pur-

sue growing in the grace and knowledge of God through 

immersion in the Scriptures. Theology is not reserved for 

academia and people in ivory towers. Theology is for us. 

Worship leaders need to be theologians, letting our theology 

inform our song choices, the liturgy we write, the choice of 

Scripture to read. If we don’t carefully consider who God is 

and who we are as His people, our services will be flippant 

and clumsy. What we believe about God surely shapes our 

worship of Him. Toward this end, John Piper says, “Worship 

serves doxology.”5
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The worship of the church is gospel-wrought.

Theology informs doxology. Doxology without theology is 

an impossibility. If we knew nothing of God, His greatness, 

His holiness, His goodness, His gospel, we would have no 

reason to worship Him. If we don’t believe in the substitu-

tionary death of a sinless Christ, we have no reason to wor-

ship Him. If we have no understanding of the person and 

work of the Holy Spirit, we forsake His role in illuminating 

truth and leading man. It is vital for worship leaders to have 

a robust and growing theology. Apart from the revelation of 

God, worship does not exist. Without a deep and growing 

understanding of biblical truth, our worship will be unin-

formed and weightless. Infused with Scripture, however, the 

worship of God will be vibrant and filled with gravitas. It 

will be gospel-soaked and powerful.

What type of songs are decreed? The songs decreed by 

Psalm 96 are telling of His salvation, declaring His glory, 

and declaring His marvelous works. The role and responsi-

bility of the worship leader is to both remember the gospel 

and to remind others of the gospel. When gospel-reminding 

becomes common in the culture of our churches, we will be 

a people who are rooted and grounded firmly in our identity.

One of our church members recently sent me a text 

before his work day that said: “I want to encourage you with 

the gospel. God made you, the all-powerful and all-knowing 
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and all-sovereign God, created you in His image. Yet by 

Adam’s sin you inherited sin and therefore were once an 

enemy of God. But God being rich in mercy and love sent 

His only son Jesus to bear the punishment of your sin. 

Thereby you have been set free, being reconciled to God by 

Jesus. You are no longer an enemy of God but now a child 

of God. Repent and believe in Jesus that by faith and God’s 

grace alone you are saved.” This text message took the sim-

plicity of the gospel, filled my eyes with tears, and my heart 

with doxology.

Theology propels doxology. The more we come to know 

God, the more we long to know Him. The more knowl-

edge we have of Him, the more we want to know of Him. 

Theology prompts our hearts to passionately pursue truth. 

There is no end to the rhythm of revelation and response. 

Within the context of corporate worship we have a 

unique opportunity to “tell of his salvation day after day.” 

Through the use of singing, praying, confessing, praising, 

greeting—we are able to tell of the salvation of God to one 

another. My friend Tullian Tchividjian encourages us to 

remember that “once God rescues sinners, his plan isn’t to 

steer them beyond the gospel, but to move them more deeply 

into it.”6 Worship leaders are no exception. We need to be 

daily reminded of, called to, and immersed in the gospel. 

The more the gospel permeates our hearts, the more able 
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we are to lead our churches to experience its sufficiency and 

beauty. We sing to one another the gospel, reminding one 

another of who we are in Christ.

The psalmist continues:

For great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised;

he is to be feared above all gods.

For all the gods of the peoples are worthless 

idols,

but the Lord made the heavens.

Splendor and majesty are before him;

strength and beauty are in his sanctuary.

Ascribe to the Lord, O families of the peoples,

ascribe to the Lord glory and strength!

Ascribe to the Lord the glory due his name;

bring an offering, and come into his courts!

Worship the Lord in the splendor of holiness;

tremble before him, all the earth! (Ps. 96:4–9)

With a cursory look at the text we find a list of virtues 

pointing to the character of God: God is great and worthy of 

worship; He is the only true God, the God of creation; He is 

majestic, strong, beautiful, glorious; He is worthy of offering; 

He is holy. Thanks be to God, He has spoken to us! 

Our theology propels us to ascribe greatness to God (vv. 7–8). 

The primary reason the church gathers is to glorify God. We 

gather together for corporate worship to ascribe unto God 
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the worship that is due Him. We declare God’s greatness 

and truth through the reading of Scripture, through sermon, 

and through song. While it should be noted there are many 

other reasons we gather (Heb. 10:23–25), Christ Himself is 

the centerpiece of Christian worship. 

D. A. Carson writes, “You cannot find excellent corpo-

rate worship until you stop trying to find excellent corporate 

worship and pursue God Himself. Despite the protestations, 

one sometimes wonders if we are beginning to worship rather 

than worship God. As a brother put it to me, it’s a bit like 

those who begin by admiring the sunset and soon begin to 

admire themselves admiring the sunset.”7

Theology propels us to bring worshipful offerings to God 

(v. 8). We must realize that even our offerings are evidences 

of grace. James 1:17 says, “Every good gift and every perfect 

gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights.” 

Our offerings in worship are grace-enabled, and should lead 

us to greater dependence upon God, rather than us feeling 

accepted because of our offerings.

Theology propels us to tremble (v. 9). Worship is the 

rhythm of revelation and response, of gravity and gladness, 

of theology and doxology. One of the greatest weaknesses of 

the evangelical church is our disinclination to tremble. We 

do well in asserting the transcendence and sovereignty of 
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God, but we must also allow these truths to move us to an 

awe-filled doxology.

The worship of the church is congregational.

The psalm David had written was not just for Asaph 

to sing, but for he and his sons to sing. We have to be more 

intentional about making worship congregational. Our use 

of first person singular pronouns is called for. We see it 

modeled in the Psalms—however, there should be equally 

as much “we” as there is “me.” I might even press the point 

and say that since humanistic individualism is a thriving 

worldview—within the church—that more “we” singing 

might be okay.

We don’t gather on Sundays to see pageantry performed. 

We gather to worship as a people who have been redeemed 

by the power of the cross. The primary function of the church 

singing is the church singing together (Col. 3:16; Eph. 5:19).

The worship of the church is missional.

We have seen how our worship is informed and shaped 

by what we know of God. We’ve looked at the importance 

of this drive in the life of the worship leader, but it doesn’t 

end there. Our goal with all of this is that God would be 

glorified in the worship of every nation, tribe, and tongue. 

While worship is God-centered, it is also declarative. While 
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it is vertical, it is also horizontal. Biblical worship is aimed at 

God, but also edifies the church of God and propels the mis-

sion of God. Christ-centered worship is proclamation.

The psalmist continues:

Say among the nations, “The Lord reigns!

Yes, the world is established; it shall never be 

moved;

he will judge the peoples with equity.”

Let the heavens be glad, and let the earth 

rejoice;

let the sea roar, and all that fills it;

let the field exult, and everything in it!

Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for joy

before the Lord, for he comes,

for he comes to judge the earth.

He will judge the world in righteousness,

and the peoples in his faithfulness.  

(Ps. 96:10–13)

We worship among the nations. We haven’t been called to 

keep the mysteries of the gospel to ourselves. We haven’t been 

redeemed as the people of God to be quiet about the good-

ness of God. Rather, we have been summoned to “say among 

the nations, the Lord reigns.” In James Boice’s commentary 

on Psalm 96 he states, “The psalm teaches that worship 

should never be merely a private thing, something between 
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ourselves and God only, but should also be that which leads 

to a missionary witness.”8

We should never boldly proclaim into a microphone 

that which we wouldn’t have the courage to share with our 

neighbor. Often when we are gathered as the church in a safe 

place, we proclaim the greatness of God and the sufficiency 

of the gospel. However, when we leave that safety, we are too 

often either apathetic or filled with unbelief in the things we 

profess to be true. As worship leaders we are to live in the 

light of (not just live off of) the gospel. What we truly believe 

about the gospel is evidenced by how concerned or uncon-

cerned we are for those apart from its grip.

We worship with an eschatological eye. This means, as the 

people of God, we worship in light of eternity. We believe 

the day will come when Christ will return, God will dwell 

among His people, and we will worship Him forever. When 

we gather together as the body of Christ, we are rehearsing 

for worship in eternity, as well as participating in it even right 

now, as “citizens of heaven” (Phil. 3:20) who are seated with 

Christ in the heavenlies (Eph. 2:6). It is important for us to 

remember where we stand in the historical-redemptive nar-

rative, and with great expectation see the day coming when 

we will worship God face-to-face (1 Cor. 13:12); when we 

sing here, we sing in light of the song that we will one day 

sing in His presence. 
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Revelation 5:9–10: “And they sang a new song, saying, 

‘Worthy are you to take the scroll and to open its seals, for 

you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for 

God from every tribe and language and people and nation, 

and you have made them a kingdom and priests to our God, 

and they shall reign on the earth.’”

Conclusion

We have ideas of what congregational worship should 

look like, but we need a fresh look at the Word of God to see 

how God has commanded to be worshipped. The worship of 

the church is a practice for us to approach with a theological 

lens. Our gatherings and our lives are to be centered around 

God and His glory above all things. In the entirety of our 

worship, Christ ought to be preeminent. Christian worship is 

built upon, shaped by, and saturated with the Word of God. 

The scripture stands as the final rule and authority on all 

matters of our faith, life, and practice. The life of the church 

from first to last is gospel-wrought. The gospel is both the 

song and substance of the people of God.

We must also remember that “worship leader” is a man-

given title. This title is not your identity, it is a temporary 

assignment. This role should not be over-emphasized or 

under-emphasized, but seen in the context as one small piece 
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of the body of Christ. Our position before God is secured in 

what Christ has done for us, not in the ministry we do for 

Him. The more we allow the truths of the gospel to form 

our identity, the more apt we will be to serve without fear 

or the tendency to perform. No one clarifies this point better 

than B. B. Warfield:

There is nothing in us or done by us, at 

any stage of our earthly development, because 

of which we are acceptable to God. We must 

always be accepted for Christ’s sake, or we can-

not ever be accepted at all. This is not true of 

us only when we believe. It is just as true after 

we have believed. It will continue to be trust 

as long as we live. Our need of Christ does not 

cease with our believing; nor does the nature 

of our relation to Him or to God through Him 

ever alter, no matter what our attainments in 

Christian graces or our achievements in behav-

ior may be. It is always on His “blood and 

righteousness” alone that we can rest.9

The worship leader simultaneously serves a theologi-

cal and doxological function in the church. This role is 

approached with humility before God and the people we 

serve. Leading the body of Christ in worship as Scripture has 
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commanded produces a joy knowing that we are worship-

ping in light of and underneath the authority of Scripture. 

My prayer is that churches around the globe would be 

led by men who walk in light of these truths, and faithfully 

serve local congregations as we grow together in the grace 

and knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ (2 Pet. 3:18).


