
Lectionary  
A lectionary is the list of readings for a 
given Sunday or festival of the church year. 
Public reading of the Scriptures has always 
been an important part of worship. Two 
lessons were read in the Jewish synagogue: 
one from the law and one from the prophets. 
Along with these lessons, the early 
Christians also began to read from the 

Gospels and the letters of the apostles, now known as epistles. 

The lectionary (series of readings) used by many Lutheran churches 
is based on a three-year cycle. For the most part, this lectionary 
corresponds to a series of readings developed in the early 1970s. The 
First Reading comes from the Old Testament (except during the 
Easter season, when it is from Acts) and is generally chosen to 
match the emphasis of the Gospel. The First Reading was added in 
the 1970s revision to the lectionary to better acquaint worshipers 
with Old Testament history. The Second Reading comes from a New 
Testament letter (epistle). On the Sundays after Pentecost, a running 
series of four to six readings from the same book is used. Each year, 
one of the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, or Luke) serves as the 
basis for the Gospel, with readings from John used during the Easter 
season in all three years. A full listing of the three-year lectionary 
lesson can be found on pgs. 163-165 of Christian Worship.  

In addition, a new supplemental lectionary has been produced in 
conjunction with Christian Worship Supplement. The Gospel 
remains unchanged in the supplemental lectionary. However, many 
of the First Readings have been revised. The Christian Worship 
lectionary is weighted heavily with readings from the Old Testament 
prophets. In their place, the supplemental lectionary proposes a 
significant number of narrative texts, or Bible stories, which connect 
thematically with the Gospel. Some of the Second Readings have 
also been revised to provide an unmistakable connection with the 
Gospel. In addition, as much as possible, readings were chosen from 
every book of the Bible. 

Psalm of the Day 
Use of the psalms in worship dates back to the Old Testament, 
where the common recitation of the Psalter (book of psalms) served 
to unite the Jews scattered across the lands. The Psalter was the first 
hymnbooks of the early Christians. The medieval church also 
changed large portions of the Psalter in the liturgy of the Mass. The 
psalms have long been one of the great poetic treasures of the 
Church. Their inspired content and their ability to lift people from 
the depths and restore faith, trust, and joy account for their favored 
place in the lives of Christians. In singing the psalms as God’s 
people have across the centuries, we proclaim the peace of Christ 
that dwells in us richly. 

Verse of the Day 
The Verse of the Day is a familiar or significant Scripture text, 
bookended with alleluias (which are omitted during the Lenten 
season). It is a proper—that is, it changes each Sunday. The Verse of 
the Day mirrors the Sunday, festival, or season of the church year. 
Its placement between the Second Reading and the Gospel is 
designed to increase understanding of the lessons. It looks forward 
to and welcomes the reading of the Gospel. Some of the verses are 
from the Old Testament, but more come from the New Testament. A 
number of them are from one of the four Gospels. 

Gospel 
The Gospel (Greek for “good news”) sets the theme for the entire  
service. It is a record of the very words and deeds of Jesus and is 
treated with reverence. The congregation stands for its reading. This 
tradition of standing serves as a visual reminder that the Gospels are 
the climax of the Scripture. The rest of the Old and New Testaments 
center around who Jesus is and what he did for us as recorded in the 
Gospel. In the Gospels, we see the very events of Jesus’ prefect life, 
innocent death, and resurrection—the power of God that brings 
salvation; the old news that is always new and good. 

Gospel Acclamation 
After hearing the words of Jesus in the Gospel, the congregation 
responds joyously with the Gospel Acclamation: “Praise be to you, 



O Christ!” We praise our crucified and risen Lord whose words we 
heard in the Gospel and who fulfills all of God’s Old and New 
Testament promises. 

Anthem 
The anthem is a more recent addition to the liturgy. Known as the 
“choir’s sermon,” it has its roots in Reformation era worship. 
Historically, the music was more elaborate and complex than the 
hymn or psalm settings. In the 15th and 16th centuries, the anthem 
was often an extensive musical work, sometimes combined with the 
hymn of the day. Today, the anthem is generally chosen to reflect the 
theme of the service as seen through the Gospel. 

Hymn of the Day 
The hymn of the day is generally viewed as the “teaching” or 
“liturgical” hymn of the divine service. This hymn usually has the 
deepest theological text as compared to the rest of the hymns in the 
service. It is most clearly connected to the Gospel and is specifically 
chosen to reinforce the congregation’s understanding of the Gospel 
which was just read. 

The hymn of the day has its roots in two parts of the historic liturgy: 
a psalm originally located between the Second Reading and the 
Gospel, and later an extended choral piece known as a cantata that 
followed the Gospel. The hymn of the day is a distinctly Lutheran 
contribution to the liturgy designed to encourage congregational 
participation. Because the hymn of the day for each Sunday of the 
church year was selected by the Lutheran church in the 16th century, 
many of these hymns are Lutheran chorales. 

Sermon 
In the Jewish synagogues, commentary followed the readings. 
Therefore, the sermon has ancient historical roots. This concept of 
commentary carried over into the New Testament Church, where the 
sermon was a part of worship from the 1st century. Virtually every 

gathering of believers included discourses or explanations of the 
readings. By Luther’s time, however, the sermon was rarely 
included in corporate worship. One of Luther’s most important 
reforms was a restoration of the sermon with true gospel preaching 
on Biblical texts. 

The sermon serves as the culmination of the services of the Word 
that began with the readings. The ultimate goal of the sermon, like 
the liturgy as a whole, is to serve the Gospel. There are a number of 
things a sermon ought not to be, but there is one thing the sermon 
ought always to be: the Word of God, proclaiming the living voice 
of the Gospel to God’s redeemed people. The sermon seeks to instill 
in the congregation a deeper understanding of the truths contained in 
God’s Word.   1

Two Mountain Peaks 
There are two main things that are going on in the service: 1. Word 
2. Meal. And so there is a definite Word section and a definite Meal 
section in the history of the liturgy. In fact it’s like a whole new 
beginning in the Meal section. Two things about this: 1. You can 
think of it as two mountain peaks. The high point of the first section 
is the Gospel reading—showing the words and actions of Jesus 
Christ. The high point of the second section are the Words of 
Institution. And the things in between—going up and down the 
mountains—have a bit of a parallel too. They are things that a 
preparatory towards the mountain peak (think of the OT preparing 
for the NT, the Gospel acclamation and the Alleluias preparing for 
the Gospel—getting you ratcheted up.) On the backside of the 
Gospel—going down the mountain—is more application, the hymn 
of the day, the sermon and the reaction in the creed. We build back 
up again until we get to the Words of Institution, and the distribution 
is a practical application of those words.  2
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