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WORSHIP IN THE NEW COVENANT: OLD COVENANT FULFILLED IN THE CHURCH 
 
Jesus’ fulfillment of OT worship practices does not negate a fulfillment in the practices of the church 
because the NT repeatedly uses OT categories of temple, priesthood, and sacrifice to interpret both the 
theological identity of the church and also the entire range of Christian acts of corporate worship.   
 
1.  OT worship fulfilled in all of life 
 
The NT applies OT cultic terminology to the whole Christian life and thus teaches that one’s whole life of 
loving obedience and service to God is an act of worship in its broadest sense. 

•  The whole Christian life is the offering of ourselves as a “living sacrifice” (Rom 12:1). 
•  Christian service (Greek: latreuo and leitourgeia, used in the Greek OT translation for cultic 
priestly service) to God in prayer, proclamation, evangelism, edification/encouragement, and the 
offering of material gifts (Rom 1:9; 15:19; Phil 2:17, 30; 4:18; cf. Heb 13). 

 
2.  OT Worship fulfilled in the church’s worship practices 
 

OT Church 
Israel In the NT, the church is the renewed people of Israel (Rom 2, 11; Gal 3:29-4:7; 1 Pet 2:9).  

The history of Israel continues in Jesus and the church.  The Christian church constitutes the 
true Jewish people, i.e., Abraham’s people who inherit the covenant and promises made to 
Abraham, the kingdom of priests and holy nation that serve as the vanguard and center of 
God’s kingdom in the world.  Thus, the church is God’s holy nation (1 Pet 2:5/Exod 19:6) 
with the mission to manifest the character of God in its whole community life.   

Temple 
 

In the NT, the church is the new temple (1 Cor 3:16–17; 2 Cor 6:16–18; Eph 2:19–22; 1 Pet 
2:5), the place where the presence of God/Jesus is revealed most fully in the world because 
the church is the body of Christ and filled with the Holy Spirit, who is the Spirit of Christ.  
As God’s new temple, the church fulfills the same symbolic and sacramental functions as the 
Tabernacle and Temple sanctuaries: 
•  House/palace of God:  The NT refers specifically to the church as God’s house  
    (Eph 2:19–22; 1 Pet 2:5; Heb 3:6; 10:21) and temple of the Holy Spirit 
•  Garden/new creation:  The church is the new creation (2 Cor 5:17) ruled by the  
    Second Adam (1 Cor 15:44–48).  In the church, all believers are being   
    conformed to the image and likeness of God (Eph 4:24) and of Christ 
    (Rom 8:29), who is the true image of God and firstborn over creation (Col 1:15).  
    As the locus of God’s new creation, the church is a down payment and firstfruits 
    of the fullness of the kingdom to come, which will be a redeemed and glorified 
    creation portrayed as a garden-city-temple with its own Tree of Life and the full 
    revelation of God’s heavenly presence (Rev 21–22). 
•  Sinai/Zion: The appearance of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost replicates the visible 
    descent of God’s glory at Mt. Sinai and in the Tabernacle and Temple.  Just as 
    Sinai was found in the sanctuary of Mt. Zion (Ps 68:17), so the NT is the new  
    Mt. Zion, the and the heavenly Jerusalem (Heb 12:22).  Likewise, the church is 
    on her way to becoming the glorified bride that is the new Jerusalem of the new 
    creation (Rev 21–22). 
•  Heaven:  Worship in union with Christ grants access to the heavenly tabernacle/temple 
    (Heb 4:14–16; 8:1–10:25).  In the church, Christians are joined together in the worship of 
    heaven (Rev 4–19) and participate in the heavenly assembly gathered in worship of God 
    and Christ (Heb 12:22–24). 
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Priesthood As in the Mosaic covenant in the OT, the church has a two-fold priesthood: 
•  Ministers are special servant priests who lead worship just like priests did in the 
    OT (cf. Rom 15:16). 
    ◦  Discontinuity:  Christian ministers are not mediators who have privileged  
       access to God’s presence.  Jesus is the only mediator and priest whose 
       representation grants us access to the Father. 
    ◦  Continuity:  As servants and leaders set apart to speak and act as Christ’s 
        representatives, Christian ministers have analogous liturgical duties as the 
       Aaronic priests, e.g., reading and teaching/preaching of Scripture 
       (Acts 2:42; 1 Tim 4:11–16; 2 Tim 4:1–5), prayer (Acts 2:42; 6:4), and serving 
       as models of holiness. 
•  Priesthood of all belivers:  The whole Christian church is a kingdom of priests 
    (Exod 19:6  1 Pet 2:5, 9; Rev 1:6; 5:10).  As a priestly people, the church has 
    the same mission to be a model of right worship to the rest of the world and to 
    invite others into the church to become participants in true worship of their 
    Creator and Redeemer. 

Word Jesus the living Word of God continues to speak to his people through his word in Scripture.  
The church is defined as a community devoted to the reading and preaching of the word of 
God in OT Scripture and the apostles’ new revelation (Acts 2:42-47; 1 Tim 4:13-16; 2 Tim. 
3:14–4:2).  Thus, hearing and responding to the word of God (written and preached) remains 
a fundamental pillar of Christian worship just as in the OT. 

Sacrifice •  The Church still draws near to God on the basis of sacrifice: the sacrifice of Jesus 
    (Rom 3:25, 8:3; 1 John 2:2; Eph 5:2; Heb 9:12-14, 23-26, 10:5-22; 1 Pet 1:18-21). 
•  The church’s acts of corporate worship are described in sacrificial language: 
    ◦  Word of God:  A sword that severs bones and marrow (Heb 4:12), which is 
       sacrificial imagery. 
    ◦  Prayer:  Prayer and praise are sacrifices (Heb 13:15; 1 Pet 2:5, 9).  
       Prayer is also symbolized in OT and NT with incense (Ps 141:2; Rev 5:8, 8:3–4), 
       which corresponds to the incense offered with the tribute offering. 
    ◦  Material gifts given for the service of God are described as sacrifices acceptable 
       and pleasing to God (Phil 4:18; Heb 13:16). 
    ◦  The Lord’s Supper is the peace offering of the new covenant (1 Cor 10:17–18). The 
        bread and wine as symbols of Christ’s broken body and shed blood have obvious 
        sacrificial meaning.  The Lord’s Supper is established as a fulfillment of Passover, 
        which is a kind of peace offering.  The separate rites with bread and wine correlate with 
        the separation of body and blood in the process of animal 
        sacrifices.  Jesus explicitly interprets the wine as the “blood of the covenant,” an 
        allusion to the sacrificial rites by which the covenant at Mt. Sinai was established 
         (Exod 24).  He also identifies the Supper as a “remembrance/memorial,” which is 
        a term also applied to sacrifices (e.g., Lev 2:2).  Paul explicitly compares the 
        Lord’s Supper to the sacrifices eaten at Israel’s altar (i.e. peace offerings) in 1 Cor 
        10:18.  Thus, the Lord’s Supper fulfills the same function as peace offerings in the 
        OT.  It is a meal in which a sacrifice is served by God at his temple and eaten in 
        joy to celebrate communion and peace with God (1 Cor 10:16).  In this meal, we 
        share communion with Jesus himself, who is both the host who presides and serves 
        this meal to us and also the food through which we receive Jesus’ own life into us. 
The sacrificial worship of the OT has not been completely abolished; rather, it has been 
fulfilled in Christ and transfigured into the life of the church and the practices of Christian 
liturgy.  The communion with God mediated by the temple and animal sacrifices in Israel is 
now experienced in the worship of God’s new temple, the church, through the mediation of 
Jesus, the ultimate priest and sacrifice in whom God draws us near.   



3 
 

 


