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 In this part of the Liturgy of the Word we sit to listen to readings from the 
Bible. We actually hear four readings from the Bible every Sunday, using a fixed 
pattern of scripture readings, called a lectionary, that allows 
us to hear most of the Bible within a three-year period. This 
makes sure that nothing important is left out, and that 
preachers don’t overlook some passages in favor of others. 

The first reading is from the Hebrew Scriptures 
(sometimes called the Old Testament). It tells the story of 
how God interacted with God’s chosen people, Israel. It is a 
tradition among Christians that lay people read the first and 
second lessons. We rely on lay readers to express the 
lessons in a way that helps us understand them. 

The response to the reading from Hebrew Scriptures 
is almost always a selection from the Book of Psalms, the 
ancient collection of sacred Hebrew songs. Jews, and later 
Christians, have been singing these songs continually for 
over two thousand years. In them, we not only hear God’s 
voice but also God’s people responding with honest 
emotion. Do you ever hear your own feelings expressed in a 
psalm? 

The second reading is almost always from an epistle 
in the New Testament (sometimes called the Christian 
Testament).  The Epistles are the collection of letters 
written from Christian leaders to small, isolated Christian 
communities in the first few decades after Jesus’ life on 
earth. Some of the letters are older than any other Christian 
writings, even the Gospels.  

After the Epistle reading, we stand and sing just a 
verse or two of a hymn, then finish it after the next reading. This song is called the 
Sequence hymn. In Medieval times, there were traditional hymns written for each 

What do you call the 
different parts of the 

Bible?  
Try using the terms 

“Hebrew Testament” 
and “Christian 

Testament”. Does 
calling it something 

different make you feel 
different about it? 

Did you know that the 
entire Book of Psalms 
is printed in the Book 

of Common Prayer 
(pages 585–808)? 

Many of these letters 
were written by Saint 

Paul, a convert to 
Christianity who 

became the most 
important teacher and 
evangelist of the early 

Church. 



week in the lectionary, and they were called “sequences”. The Church decided to 
limit the number of sequences in the 1700’s. We now use any hymn we choose.  

The final reading at a eucharistic service is always 
from the Gospel. We give special importance to the four 
gospels because they describe the words and actions of 
Jesus. To express this importance, an ordained minister 
carries the Gospel book out into the congregation and 
reads from it there, and we stand up to listen. When we 
have acolytes serving, they process with the cross and 
candles together with the deacon.  

After the Gospel reading, we finish the Sequence 
hymn, and then one person (normally a priest, deacon, or 
other minister) comes forward to give the sermon. This is a 
reflection based on at least one of the scripture readings 
and helps us to make connections with the readings.  

We conclude our response to God’s Word by 
standing and saying together the Nicene Creed. This 
summary statement of Christian belief was adopted by the 
church in the fourth century and is one of the oldest texts 
of Christian worship. Using the creed, we can express our 
faith in God together, even if individually we are not sure 
we agree with everything in it. 

Meanwhile, some closing thoughts: 

You may notice that some people engage in various acts of personal devotion, 
such as bowing or making the sign of the cross, even tapping their chest, during 
worship. These are optional, used by some to enhance their individual experience 
of worship. 

 Are there things you do or say during worship that are important to you? 
 Do you remember when you first noticed or learned about these actions? Who 

talked to you about them? 
 Try something new, and at the beginning of the gospel (when we say, “Glory 

to you, Lord Christ.”), make the sign of the cross on your forehead, lips 
(outside your mask), and heart. It is a way of saying, “May this word be on my 
mind, on my lips and in my heart.” How does that feel? 

This time is for us all to 
respond to the 

readings and to say 
aloud what we believe. 
First the preacher does 

this, then we all get a 
chance to respond.  

What is your favorite 
part of the Creed?  

Are there parts that 
are hard for you?  

The four Gospels—
Matthew, Mark, Luke, 

and John—form the 
bedrock of what we 

know about Jesus. 
They were written in 

Greek between 
approximately 40 and 

70 years after Jesus 
died and rose again.  


