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Introduction 
I believe this is one of the 
most important issues 
facing the modern Church. 
Moral Therapeutic Deism 
(MTD) is not merely a 
sociological observation—it 
represents a fundamental 
shift away from biblical, 
covenantal worship toward 
a man-centered religious 
experience. When viewed 
through the lens of 
Scripture, MTD explains 
many of the trends that 
have transformed worship 

services over the past several decades. 

MORAL THERAPEUTIC DEISM VS. BIBLICAL WORSHIP 

A Biblical Examination of How Modern Christianity Has Shifted 
from God-Centered Worship to Man-Centered Experience 

One of the greatest challenges facing the modern Church is not 
outright atheism or open paganism, but a subtle replacement of 
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biblical worship with a religious philosophy that appears Christian 
while fundamentally redefining the purpose of Christianity itself. 
Sociologists Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton coined 
the term "Moral Therapeutic Deism" (MTD) in their 2005 study “Soul 
Searching” to describe the practical religion embraced by many 
American teenagers. Since then, numerous theologians have 
observed that this worldview has become deeply embedded in 
much of evangelical Christianity. 

The tragedy is that Moral Therapeutic Deism does not merely affect 
doctrine—it reshapes worship. Instead of worship being directed 
toward the glory of God and the formation of holy disciples, it 
becomes centered upon the emotional needs, personal 
fulfillment, and therapeutic well-being of the individual. In many 
churches, worship is increasingly evaluated by how it makes people 
feel rather than by whether it honors God according to His Word. 

This study contrasts Moral Therapeutic Deism with the biblical 
theology of worship and examines how its influence has reshaped 
modern praise and worship. 

I. What Is Moral Therapeutic Deism? 
Moral Therapeutic Deism (MTD) is not a formal denomination, but 
a practical belief system characterized by five central convictions. 

1. God exists and created the world. 
2. God wants people to be nice, kind, and fair. 
3. The primary purpose of life is to be happy and feel good about 

oneself. 
4. God remains largely uninvolved unless needed to solve 

problems. 
5. Good people go to heaven. 
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Notice what is absent. 

•   God's holiness 
•   Covenant 
•   Repentance 
•   Sin 
•   Judgment 
•   The Cross 
•   Lordship 
•   Sanctification 
•   Spiritual warfare 
•   The fear of the Lord 
•   Obedience 

The gospel becomes reduced to self-improvement. 

II. Biblical Worship Begins with God's 
Holiness 
a. Isaiah 

Isaiah 6:1–5 (ESV)  
1 In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon a 
throne, high and lifted up; and the train of his robe filled the 
temple. 2 Above him stood the seraphim. Each had six wings: 
with two he covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, 
and with two he flew. 3 And one called to another and said:  
“Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; the whole earth is full of 
his glory!” 4 And the foundations of the thresholds shook at the 
voice of him who called, and the house was filled with smoke. 
5 And I said: “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of 
unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean 
lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts!”  
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Isaiah encountered God in a powerful way.  His response was not 
excitement.  It was conviction. 

"Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips..." 

b. Moses 

Exodus 3:5 (ESV)  
5 Then he said, “Do not come near; take your sandals of your 
feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.”  

Moses removed his sandals. 
 

c. The Apostle John 

Revelation 1:17 (ESV)  
17 When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. But he laid 
his right hand on me, saying, “Fear not, I am the first and the 
last,  

John fell as though dead. 
 

Biblical worship begins with God's holiness rather than human 
happiness. 
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III. The Fundamental Di@erence 

Biblical Worship 

Question:  How can I glorify God? 

MTD Worship 

Question:  How can God improve my life? 

This one difference changes everything. 

IV. Comparison Chart 
a. The Purpose of Worship 

Biblical Worship’s Purpose: To glorify God. 

1 Corinthians 10:31 (ESV)  
31 So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to 
the glory of God.  

The Purpose of MTD Worship:  To make people feel better. 

b. The Focus of Worship 

The Focus of Biblical Worship:  The Holiness of God 

Isaiah 6:3 (ESV)  
3 And one called to another and said:  “Holy, holy, holy is the 
LORD of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!”  

The Focus of MTD Worship:  Personal Fulfillment 
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c. The Problem Addressed in Worship 

The Problem Addressed in Biblical Worship:  Human Sin 

Romans 3:23 (ESV)  
23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,  

The Problem Addressed in MTD Worship:  Low Self-Esteem 

d. The Solution Presented in Worship 

The Solution Presented in Biblical Worship:  Repentance through 
Christ. 

Acts 2:38 (ESV)  
38 And Peter said to them, “Repent and be baptized every one 
of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your 
sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  

The Solution Presented in MTD Worship: Positive encouragement. 

e. The Goal of Worship 

The Goal of Biblical Worship:  Transformation through Christ to 
become like Him. 

Romans 8:29 (ESV)  
29 For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be 
conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be 
the firstborn among many brothers.  

The Goal of MTD Worship:  Personal happiness. 
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f. The Authority of Worship 

The Authority of Biblical Worship:  Scripture 

2 Timothy 3:16–17 (ESV)  
16 All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for 
teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in 
righteousness, 17 that the man of God may be complete, 
equipped for every good work.  

The Authority of MTD Worship:  Personal feelings 

g. The Success of Worship 

The Success of Biblical Worship:  Faithfulness 

Matthew 25:21 (ESV)  
21 His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and faithful 
servant. You have been faithful over a little; I will set you over 
much. Enter into the joy of your master.’  

The Success of MTD Worship:  Attendance and Excitement 

h. Man’s Response to Worship 

Man’s Response to Biblical Worship:  Submission 

Romans 12:1 (ESV)  
1 I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to 
present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable 
to God, which is your spiritual worship.  

Man’s Response to MTD Worship:  Consumption 
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V. How Moral Therapeutic Deism Has 
Influenced Modern Worship 
a. Worship Becomes Consumer Driven 

Many churches now ask: 

"What do people want?" 

Instead of: 

"What pleases God?" 

Services become designed around customer satisfaction.  Music 
becomes a product.  The congregation becomes consumers. The 
church becomes a provider of religious experiences. 

Yet, Scripture consistently presents believers as worshipers and 
servants, not consumers. 

b. Music Replaces Theology 

Many contemporary worship songs contain very little doctrinal 
content.  Instead, emphasis is placed upon: 

•   emotions 
•   atmosphere 
•   repetition 
•   personal feelings 

Historic hymns often celebrated: 

•   God's attributes 
•   redemption 
•   covenant 
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•   Christ's atonement 
•   resurrection 
•   future hope 

Much modern worship instead emphasizes: 

• "I..." 
• "I feel..." 
• "I need..." 
• "My breakthrough..." 
• "My blessing..." 

While personal testimony has a biblical place, the cumulative effect 
of many contemporary worship sets is that the worshiper's 
experience can overshadow God's character and works. 

c. Feelings Become the Measure of God's Presence 

One of the greatest dangers is equating emotional intensity with the 
presence of God. 

Biblically: 

• God was present with Elijah in the gentle whisper. 
(1 Kings 19:11–13) 

• The Israelites experienced overwhelming emotion around the 
golden calf.  (Exodus 32) 

Emotion alone proves nothing.  Truth determines genuine worship. 

Jesus said: 

"The true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and 
truth..." 
(John 4:23) 
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d. Worship Is Evaluated Like Entertainment 

People often ask: 

"I didn't get much out of worship." 

Biblically, the better question is: 

"What did I offer God?" 

The audience has shifted. 

Biblically, God is the audience.  The congregation is the 
participants.  Modern culture often reverses this relationship. 

e. Worship Leaders Become Performers 

Historically: 

Music leaders directed people toward God. 

Increasingly: 

They become personalities, brands, celebrities, and social 
media influencers. 

John the Baptist modeled the opposite spirit. 

"He must increase, but I must decrease." 
(John 3:30) 

f. Repentance Nearly Disappears 

Compare the Psalms.  David repeatedly confessed sin. 

• Psalm 51. 
• Psalm 32. 
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• Psalm 38. 

Many modern worship gatherings contain: 

• little confession 
• little repentance 
• little lament 

Yet, repentance remains central to biblical worship. 

James 4:8–10 (ESV)  
8 Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your 
hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-
minded. 9 Be wretched and mourn and weep. Let your laughter 
be turned to mourning and your joy to gloom. 10 Humble 
yourselves before the Lord, and he will exalt you.  

 

g. Worship Becomes Therapeutic Rather Than 
Transformational 

MTD asks:  Did worship make me feel better? 

Scripture asks:  Did worship make me more like Christ? 

Transformation often requires conviction before comfort. 

Hebrews 12:11 reminds believers that discipline is painful before it 
yields "the peaceful fruit of righteousness." 

h. The Fear of the Lord Is Minimized 

Many worship services emphasize God's love while seldom 
acknowledging His holiness, justice, or righteous judgment. 

Yet, Scripture unites these truths. 
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Hebrews 12:28–29 (ESV)  
28 Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom that 
cannot be shaken, and thus let us ofer to God acceptable 
worship, with reverence and awe, 29 for our God is a 
consuming fire.  

The fear of the Lord is not terror but reverent recognition of God's 
absolute holiness and authority. 

i. Covenant Is Replaced by Convenience 

Biblical worship arises from covenant.  God redeems. His people 
respond with obedience. 

MTD often treats church attendance as optional and worship as 
something to fit into one's schedule when convenient. 

The covenantal call to "present your bodies as a living sacrifice" 
(Romans 12:1) is replaced with a consumer mindset. 

j. The Cross Is Reduced to Personal Benefit 

• Biblical worship proclaims that Christ died to reconcile sinners 
to a holy God. 

• MTD subtly shifts the emphasis toward Christ died to improve 
my life. 

The New Testament certainly speaks of peace, joy, and abundant 
life, but these blessings flow from reconciliation with God and 
participation in His Kingdom—not from self-fulfillment as an end in 
itself. 
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VI. Biblical Worship Forms Disciples 

The New Testament presents worship as formative. 

Believers are transformed through: 

• hearing God's Word 
• repentance 
• prayer 
• fellowship 
• the Lord's Table 
• singing truth 
• serving others 
• offering themselves to God 

The goal is conformity to Christ. 

Romans 8:29 (ESV)  
29 For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be 
conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be 
the firstborn among many brothers.  

 
Ephesians 4:13 (ESV)  
13 until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the 
knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the 
measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ,  

 
Colossians 3:16 (ESV)  
16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and 
admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and 
hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to 
God.  
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VII.   A Balanced Observation 
It is important to avoid the opposite error of assuming that all 
contemporary worship music or modern churches are expressions 
of Moral Therapeutic Deism. Many contemporary songs are deeply 
rooted in Scripture, richly Christ-centered, and theologically sound. 
Likewise, many congregations intentionally pursue reverent, 
biblically faithful worship while using modern musical styles. 

The issue, therefore, is not musical style, instrumentation, 
technology, lighting, or whether a church sings hymns or 
contemporary songs. Scripture does not prescribe a particular 
musical genre. The issue is whether worship remains centered on 
God's holiness, His revealed truth, the work of Christ, and the 
formation of obedient disciples. 

The concern arises when the content, structure, and purpose of 
worship are reshaped primarily by consumer preferences, 
emotional experience, or cultural expectations rather than by 
biblical priorities. 

VIII.  Theological Conclusion 
Moral Therapeutic Deism represents a profound departure from the 
biblical understanding of worship. It subtly shifts the center of 
gravity from God to humanity, from holiness to happiness, from 
covenant faithfulness to personal fulfillment, and from 
transformation into Christ's likeness to emotional satisfaction. 

Biblical worship begins with the recognition that God is holy, 
sovereign, and worthy of glory. It calls believers to repentance, 
obedience, reverence, thanksgiving, and sacrificial devotion. Rather 
than asking, "How did worship make me feel?" the biblical 
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worshiper asks, "Was God honored? Was His truth proclaimed? 
Was Christ exalted? Was I conformed more fully to His image?" 

In every generation, the Church must guard against allowing cultural 
assumptions to redefine worship. The Father is still seeking those 
who worship Him "in spirit and truth" (John 4:23–24). Worship that is 
shaped by God's Word rather than by cultural trends remains the 
surest safeguard against the subtle influence of Moral Therapeutic 
Deism. 

Moral Therapeutic Deism is not merely a false view of salvation; 
it is the worship expression of a man-centered theology. In many 
respects, it is the liturgical counterpart to the broader shift from a 
covenantal worldview to a consumer worldview. This connection fits 
closely with our ongoing studies on holiness, covenant, Mystery 
Babylon, and the distinction between true and false worship. It also 
provides a strong theological bridge into a study of the letters to the 
seven churches in Revelation, where Christ repeatedly evaluates 
not outward religious activity but faithfulness, endurance, 
repentance, and covenant loyalty. 

 
 


