
 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

In this series of lessons we intend to survey the 

Scriptures, from Genesis to Revelation, with a view to seeing 

God’s perspective regarding worship.  Our purpose will be to 

demonstrate that God has established as a rule the principle 

that He is to be worshipped according to His own will, as 

revealed in the Scriptures, and not according to the will or 

desire of men.  This rule, commonly called the Regulative 

Principle of Worship, is clearly stated in Deuteronomy 12:32 

– “Whatever I command you, be careful to observe it; you 

shall not add to it nor take away from it.”  The authors of the 

Westminster Confession of Faith included this principle in 

their discussion of worship, writing, “the acceptable way of 

worshipping the true God is instituted by Himself, and so 

limited by His own revealed will, that He may not be 

worshipped according to the imaginations and devices of 

men, or the suggestions of Satan, under any visible 

representation, or any other way not prescribed in the Holy 

Scripture.”   

In this modern age, most Christians give little thought to 

the idea that there may be an “acceptable” and an 

“unacceptable” way to worship God.  Worship, for most 

modern believers, is a matter of personal preference.  This 

only highlights how far the Church has fallen since the great 

attainments of the Reformation. The preferences of men are 

highly regarded, but no one stops to ask the all-important 

questions: What is the preference of God? What does God 

find acceptable in His worship?  What does He regard as 

unacceptable?  How can we know?  The Regulative Principle 

of Worship provides a biblical answer to these questions.  A 

proper understanding of this rule of worship will go a long 

way toward restoring to the Church a proper view of man’s 

highest calling, the worship of the Holy God.   
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The Regulative Principle of Worship is 
important because man’s chief end is to 
glorify God. 

 

In Isaiah 42:8, God declares that He will not give His 

glory to another, with a particular mention of carved images.  

The obvious implication is that when men worship carved 

images, or idols, they attribute glory to those lifeless statues.  

Even more important, however, is the word “carved,” for it 

places the emphasis on the source of the object of false 

worship, which is the design and invention of man.  

Ultimately, then, glory is not being deflected from God to the 

carved image, but to the maker of the carved image.   

All idolatrous worship is essentially self-worship and the 

attributing of glory to the creature (man) rather than the 

Creator (God).  This is why the subject of worship is so 

absolutely essential for the Christian to understand rightly.  

Man’s activities in worship either attribute glory to God, or 

they deflect glory to man.  In the one case, God is greatly 

pleased.  In the other case, He is seriously offended.  

Furthermore, as we learn in the Westminster Shorter 

Catechism, “man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy 

Him forever.”  Since this is our main purpose in life – that for 

which we were created – it concerns us above all else to 

strive to know how to glorify God, especially in the area of 

worship.  Nor has He left us without guidance, for He has 

given a rule to direct us.  Thus the Shorter Catechism also 

teaches that “the Word of God, which is contained in the 

scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, is the only rule to 

direct us how we may glorify and enjoy Him.”  The Bible is 

not one of several rules, but the only rule, by which we learn 

how to worship in a manner that brings glory God.  If we 

ignore or set aside that rule in favor of our own inventions 

and ideas, we deflect glory from God to ourselves. 
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The Regulative Principle of Worship is 
important because God is a jealous God. 

 

In the book, The True Psalmody, published in 1859, the 

author writes: “We serve a ‘jealous God’ who claims as His 

inalienable prerogative, the designation and appointment of 

all that relates to religious worship. ‘In vain do they worship 

Me, teaching for doctrine the commandments of men.’ … In 

every part and act of worship, we should endeavor to be well 

assured that we approach the throne of the Eternal with a 

service which He has prescribed, and which, presented in 

faith, He will accept.  And thus whether a prayer, a doctrine, 

or a Psalm, it is a solemn inquiry, Is it according to the will 

of God?” 

When God is worshipped in any way other than that 

which He commands His jealousy is provoked, because the 

commandments of men (who say, “This is what we will do in 

worship”) are substituted for the doctrines and commands of 

God.  Sadly, man’s sinful heart is always more jealous to 

pursue its own designs than it is to obey God’s word.  

“Hence,” the author of The True Psalmody continues, “with 

wise and beneficent forethought, as well as with a jealous 

regard to His own glory… our God and Savior has excluded 

from His Church every invention of man; has stamped upon 

every institution and ordinance the impress of His own 

sovereign authority.  He has left us but the office and 

privilege of studying His Word, that we may ascertain His 

will, and then, follow it with a jealousy and vigilance like His 

own.” 

 

The Regulative Principle of Worship is 
important because mankind is naturally 
inclined to false worship. 

 

According to Psalm 14:1-3, there is no one who 

understands or seeks after God.  This is the effect of sin in 

the heart of man. Men like to think that there is still 

something within them that is inclined to seek the Lord, but 

the painful truth is that our hearts are bent upon seeking our 
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own glory.  This is true in every area of life, including (and 

perhaps especially) worship.  John Calvin used to speak of 

man’s heart as a virtual factory of idols, constantly producing 

new objects of worship contrary to God’s commands.  The 

great error of the Pharisees in Jesus’ day was that they 

rejected the commandments of God in favor of their own 

traditions.  In this, the Pharisees were representative of the 

inclination of all of the sons of Adam.   

This is yet another reason that the study of God’s 

commands for worship is vitally important for us to grasp.  

Left to our own devices, we would develop and implement a 

system of worship built upon the foundation of our own ideas 

of what was “uplifting” and “fulfilling.” Human traditions 

may seem well adapted to stir up holy emotions or lift up 

spiritual affections, but if God Himself does not command 

them, they are no more than will-worship, however 

“spiritual” they may make us feel.  All kinds of worship 

produce emotions that seem to be edifying.  The question that 

needs to be settled with regard to worship is whether we are 

seeking God according to His Word, or substituting our own 

inventions and traditions.    

 

The Regulative Principle of Worship is 
important because God delights in the 
unity of His people. 

 

A final reason for the importance of understanding the 

Regulative Principle of Worship is that it is designed to 

preserve the unity of the Church. No one will deny that the 

Church today is shamefully divided.  What is the solution?  

We contend that it is found in the return of every individual 

church and denomination to the only sure basis of unity: 

obedience to the commands of God.   

Unity can only be based upon mutual adherence to truth.  

Central to the quest for unity is the issue of worship. A 

particular example is the content of worship song.  To 

paraphrase the remark of an eminent Scottish statesman: 

“Give me the making of the songs of a church, and I care not 

who makes its doctrines.” If every church sings songs 
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informed by their own particular doctrines, the body of Christ 

will ever be divided.  Only the Psalms provide songs for the 

Church devoid of doctrinal bias, and only in the mutual 

pursuit of obedience to God’s commands for worship can 

unity be truly attained.   
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Chapter 1 

Worship in Genesis 

 

It is our sincere hope that throughout this series of 

lessons we will have the opportunity to develop the Biblical 

concept of worship as it is progressively revealed from 

Genesis through Revelation.  In order to study the topic in an 

orderly manner, an attempt will be made to avoid “jumping 

ahead” to other books of the Bible unless it is necessary for 

clarification.  By and large, the material for each lesson will 

be taken from the book under consideration, trusting that 

further ideas and thoughts will be revealed as we proceed. 

With this in mind, we turn our attention to the book of 

Genesis, where we note that from the very beginning, God 

has made known His commands for worship and 

demonstrated that He is jealous to be approached according 

to His commands. 

What is worship?  What definition can we begin to 

develop from the book of beginnings? Worship in general 

was once defined by William Perkins as “the exhibiting and 

giving of reverence and honour to another.”  More 

particularly, Perkins defined divine worship as “the ascribing 

of Divinity to the thing we honour, whereby we make it unto 

us some divine thing above the order of any creature.” The 

English word “worship” (derived from the Anglo-Saxon, 

‘worth-ship’) suggests that it involves the acknowledgment 

of God’s absolute worth.  This is born out by both the 

Hebrew and Greek terms used in the Bible for worship.   

The most common Hebrew word for worship denotes ‘a 

bowing down.’  It is used, for example, of Abraham’s 

servant, who ‘worshipped’ or ‘prostrated himself’ (Gen. 

24:26).  It is also used of Abraham’s more formal activity 

recorded in Gen. 22:5: “And Abraham said to his young men, 

‘Stay here with the donkey; the lad and I will go yonder and 

worship, and we will come back to you.’”  Aside from these 

occurrences, this word for worship does not appear elsewhere 

in the book of Genesis.  From these two occurrences alone, 

however, we begin to see that worship is a recognition of 
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God’s goodness and holy majesty, with appropriate physical 

expression. 

Another Hebrew word for worship means ‘service’ and is 

so translated in a number of places.  All of the occurrences of 

this word in the book of Genesis carry the meaning of 

subjection, whether of one individual to another, or one 

group of people to another.  Later, as in Deut. 6:13, the word 

comes to be applied to worship: “Thou shalt fear the LORD 

thy God, and serve him…”  This adds to worship the 

dimension of being not only an appropriate response to God, 

but also a response of subjection to the authority of God and 

the carrying out of God’s will. 

It should also be noted that any idea of worship must 

involve the bringing together of the worshipper with the 

object of worship.  In the case of Biblical worship, it means 

that God must draw near to man, and man (in turn) must 

approach God in order to express his reverence.  The book of 

Genesis records, among other things, the fall of man into sin 

and its consequent result of alienation between a perfectly 

Holy God and totally depraved creatures.  Something must 

take place, therefore, in order to (1) turn the rebellious heart 

of fallen man back to his original desire to worship God, and 

(2) appease the wrath of God, lest fallen man, when he 

approaches God to worship, be consumed in His fiery wrath. 

Worship, then, according to Genesis, may be defined as 

an approach to almighty God, on the basis of a 

substitutionary atonement, acknowledging His transcendent 

excellence and our utter unworthiness, in order to give him 

the honor and devotion He alone deserves, as humble 

servants gladly subjecting themselves in reverence to their 

Creator. 

 

Corrupt worship is rooted in man’s sinful 
substitution of his own authority for God’s.  

(Genesis 3:1-24) 
 

The account of Adam and Eve’s sin may seem at first to 

have little to do with the theme of worship and yet its 

significance for our topic is foundational.  The root sin 
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involved in eating the forbidden fruit was the substitution of 

man’s authority for God’s. Adam determined to live by his 

own rules, rather than submitting to the “restraints” of God’s 

law, even though (as he learned the hard way), God’s 

commands were designed for His own good.   

The effect of Adam’s sin upon his descendants is an 

inherent determination to rebel against God’s commands and 

follow our own desires instead. In worship, this corrupt 

inclination comes in the form of presuming to approach God 

according to our own ideas, whether by adding them to God’s 

requirements, or simply replacing them. We find evidence of 

this in the “coverings” of Adam and Eve that we read about 

in the third chapter of Genesis.   

After the Fall, our first parents knew that they were 

guilty of transgressing God’s law. Their instinctive response 

to this guilt, however, was not to seek God in repentance, but 

to cover themselves with clothing made of fig leaves. This is 

a vivid illustration of man’s attempt to approach God through 

the work of his own hands.   

After God had pronounced judgment upon them for their 

sin, and promised the provision of a Savior who would take 

away their guilt, He made coverings of skin to clothe them. 

This obviously involved the slaying of animals, which was 

the first bloody sacrifice recorded in the Bible. As such, it 

pointed to the sacrifice of Christ, which God had promised in 

verse 15. How do we know this?  Is there biblical evidence to 

support the idea that the animals slain by God to make 

coverings for Adam and Eve were the first blood sacrifices? 

It follows quite necessarily from the circumstances. 

First, Adam and Eve sinned, the penalty thereof being 

death. Second, God cursed Adam and Eve, but did not 

immediately strike them down in His wrath.  Instead, He 

immediately struck down animals whose skins were 

converted into coverings because of the guilt of Adam and 

Eve. Third, in order for God’s wrath to be propitiated, and 

Adam and Eve to remain alive, it was necessary that blood be 

shed, since Hebrews 9:22 declares plainly that “without 

shedding of blood there is no remission.”  The message to 

Adam and Eve was undoubtedly clear:  Blood had to be shed 

because of what you have done. Fourth, the sacrifice of 
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Christ, which all of the animal sacrifices of the Old Covenant 

were designed to foreshadow, provided a covering for sin. 

Fifth, without a covering for sin, provided by blood 

atonement, no one can draw near to God or approach Him 

without incurring His wrath. Sixth, the coverings of fig 

leaves that Adam and Eve made for themselves were judged 

inadequate by God to cover their guilt and thus enable them 

to approach Him. 

The message is plain: Sinful man is not fit to approach 

God through his own works of righteousness, but God 

provides a way for him to draw near. Still, God knew that 

man would continue to seek to draw near on his own terms, 

and so He placed a guard before the Tree of Life as a 

warning for all: If you will approach the Living God, you 

must do so through His appointed means.  

 

God is not pleased with worship that is not 
according to His command. (Genesis 4:1-8) 

 

In the account of Cain and Abel we have, very early in 

the Scriptural record, a striking example of the fact that God 

is not pleased with worship that is devised by men apart from 

His own appointment. Writing in 1888, John L. Girardeau 

observed that Cain and Abel had undoubtedly received 

instruction from childhood in the first promise of redemption 

to be accomplished by atonement and had often seen their 

father offering animal sacrifices in the worship of God. This 

observation underlines the difference between the sacrifices 

of the two brothers recorded in chapter 4 and explains why 

Abel’s animal sacrifice was regarded (accepted), while 

Cain’s offering of “the fruit of the ground” was rejected. 

Abel obeyed God’s command, while Cain presented an 

offering of his own invention.   

Girardeau writes, “Cain, the type of rationalists and 

fabricators of rites and ceremonies in the house of the Lord, 

consulted his own wisdom and taste, and ventured to offer in 

God’s worship the fruit of the ground – an un-bloody 

sacrifice; while Abel, conforming to the appointments and 
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prescribed usages in which he had been trained, expressed 

his faith and obedience by offering a lamb.”   

Some would argue that what set Cain’s sacrifice apart 

from Abel’s was not that it was bloodless, but merely that it 

was insincere – that Cain’s heart was not right.  If his heart 

had been in the right place, God would have accepted his 

offering of the fruit of the ground just as He accepted Abel’s 

lamb. This approach to Cain and Abel’s offering begins on 

rather shaky ground, with the presupposition that what makes 

worship acceptable or not acceptable to God is the sincerity 

of the worshipper. Could Cain have offered anything at all to 

God just as long as he was sincere in his heart?  Why then 

did God reject Nadab and Abihu’s “strange fire”?  Why did 

He not accept Uzzah’s “sincere” desire to steady the ark?   

God is concerned about the sincerity of the worshipper, 

to be sure.  He is not honored by mere forms while the heart 

of the worshipper is disengaged or sunk in hypocrisy. 

Nevertheless, sincerity alone is not enough apart from 

obedience to God’s commands. 

God’s words to Cain in verse 7 further strengthen the 

point. Adam’s firstborn son was told, “If you do well, will 

you not be accepted?” The word translated “well” is the 

Hebrew word yatab, which means “to be good, right, or 

pleasing.”  Neither Cain’s sincerity nor the content of his gift 

could make his worship pleasing to the Lord. God is pleased, 

and men do what is good and right, through obedience to His 

prescribed worship. When men disobey God’s commands, 

sin is crouching at the door and they will soon be overtaken 

by it. 

Add to this the clear and unchanging teaching of 

Scripture that “whatever is not from faith is sin.”  Faith is not 

the equivalent of sincerity.  Faith is objective, not subjective.  

True biblical faith must be rooted in confidence that the 

action done is according to the Word of God.  If I have any 

question about whether my action is approved by the Word, I 

cannot do it in faith.    

Still, it might be argued that God commanded only that 

each brother bring an offering of the best produce of their 

particular endeavors:  Since Abel was a shepherd, he was to 

bring a sheep.  Since Cain was a tiller of the ground, he was 
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to bring its produce. This argument seems to have some 

force, and yet it fails to take into account that which had 

already been demonstrated: Namely, that no approach to God 

is possible without a blood sacrifice. On what basis would 

God accept the fruit of the ground from Cain apart from a 

blood sacrifice?  Was it the respective works of Cain and 

Abel that God honored?  Though only one of the two 

brothers was a shepherd, neither of them could approach God 

without a bloody sacrifice.   

Cain’s error, then, was far more serious than mere 

insincerity.  His error was that he sought to draw near to God 

on the basis of the work of his own hands rather than through 

substitutionary atonement.  The murder of Abel further 

demonstrates the lengths to which sinful men will go in their 

rebellion against God. Better to kill the righteous than to 

submit to God on His terms.  No wonder that worship is such 

a sensitive issue, for it strikes at the very heart of man’s 

sinful nature.  

 

God provides all that man requires in order 
to worship Him rightly.  

(Genesis 7:1-3; 8:13-22) 
 

Not only does God require men to approach Him 

according to His commands, but He also provides everything 

that is necessary for men to obey. This truth is seen in the 

account of Noah and the ark.   

Children’s books popularly portray Noah’s ark with all of 

the animals two-by-two, but the Biblical record tells us that 

he was instructed to take every clean beast and bird by sevens 

“to keep the species alive on the face of all the earth.” Why 

was it necessary for seven of each “clean animal” to be taken 

aboard the ark in order to keep those species’ alive? How did 

Noah identify the “clean” animals?  Exodus hadn’t been 

written yet. 

A greater number of clean animals was necessary 

precisely because these were the animals which God required 

to be offered in sacrifice. The fact that Noah immediately 

built an altar and offered burnt offerings to God upon exiting 
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the ark shows us that this requirement was well known to 

him. God had provided instruction in how He was to be 

worshipped, and had ensured that Noah had all that he 

needed to comply.   

The result of Noah’s burnt offering was that “the Lord 

smelled a soothing aroma.” Why was the smell of burning 

flesh “soothing” to God? The answer also points us to God’s 

provision. The smoke of the offering symbolized the fact that 

the shed blood of the sacrifice ascended to heaven as a sign 

of the atonement of Christ. God’s wrath against man’s sin 

could only be “soothed” or “quieted” by the death of a 

substitute.  

Today, God has provided all that is necessary for His 

people to approach Him through the accomplished work of 

Christ. This is why the worship of the New Covenant Church 

is simple and spiritual, compared to the complex and sensual 

worship of the Old Covenant. God has provided all that we 

need in Christ and His Word. No further embellishments are 

required.  

 

God’s people are to be careful to obey His 
commands in worship wherever they go. 
(Genesis 12:1-8) 

 

So far we have seen that God prescribed animal sacrifice 

as the appointed means by which He was to be approached 

from the very beginning. We have further observed that God 

is not pleased – in fact, He is offended – when men seek to 

approach Him by means of their own devising. We have also 

noted that God has provided all that we require in order to 

draw near to Him in worship through the finished work of 

His Son Jesus Christ.     

Abraham also understood the requirements of God in the 

matter and manner of worship, and so we find him building 

altars to the Lord in every place where he came to dwell. 

These altars were not mere ornaments or memorials, but 

functional places for the offering of burnt sacrifices. As 

God’s revelation unfolds, we find His servants taking great 
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care to worship according to His commands wherever they 

are.   

This highlights an important principle: God’s worship 

does not change from place to place. He commands men to 

worship Him according to His revealed will wherever they 

find themselves.   

Most Christians today think of worship in man-centered 

terms, and therefore expect worship practices to reflect the 

variety of cultures, traditions, and tastes that exist among 

God’s people. Such thinking is backward and unscriptural. 

The Bible regards worship as a God-centered activity. God 

called Abram out of his father’s land and culture to embrace 

a religion and worship that was transcendent and 

transcultural, because it did not center in man and his 

experience, but in God and His revelation. Since God is One, 

His commands for worship are the same, regardless of the 

background of the worshipper.  

Allowing cultural or traditional considerations to dictate 

the elements of worship only serves to divide the church 

along man-centered lines. When God’s people determine to 

worship Him only according to His revealed commands, 

rather than their own personal tastes, wherever they may find 

themselves geographically, the Church will begin to 

experience the unity that God designed and intended.   

 

God is pleased when His people are zealous 
to obey His commands in worship.  

(Genesis 22:1-18) 
 

The twenty-second chapter of Genesis records one of the 

most dramatic and touching events in the Old Testament. 

Abraham, whose home had been filled with laughter since 

the arrival of the son for whom he and Sarah had waited a 

full century, hears the familiar voice of God commanding 

him to offer Isaac as a burnt offering in worship. It is 

virtually impossible for us to imagine the anguish of soul this 

must have caused the old Patriarch and yet, rather than 

offering reasons why he ought not to do such a thing (and 

surely we might conceive of some arguments he might have 
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given), Abraham arose “early in the morning” and set out in 

obedience to the Lord. He had lived his life committed to the 

principle that what God commands is to be obeyed – nothing 

is to be added, and nothing is to be left undone of all that the 

Lord requires in His worship. A more striking dedication to 

obedience is difficult to envision. God commended 

Abraham’s zeal, saying, “Now I know that you that you fear 

God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, 

from Me.”   

Abraham’s example, applied to worship, teaches us that 

we should have the highest zeal to approach God as He 

commands, allowing nothing to sway us from the path of 

obedience, and offering no substitutions for what He 

requires, as if we know better than God what would be 

pleasing to Him. Thus Genesis, the Book of Beginnings, 

shows us the place that God-honoring worship must start – 

not with the supposed sincerity of the worshipper, but with 

the humble and thankful submission of the creature to the 

revealed will of the Creator, who has provided a way for 

fallen man to draw near unto Him.  
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Chapter 2 
Worship in Exodus 

 

As we move into the book of Exodus we see that what 

was evidently understood by the people of God from the 

beginning comes to be stated more clearly in the written 

revelation of God’s law. Once more we find everywhere 

concerning God’s worship that He requires a strict obedience 

to His revealed will and condemns all human invention in 

this matter.  Our first consideration from the book of Exodus 

concerns God’s sovereign prerogative to establish formal 

ordinances of worship for His people to observe. 

 

Only God can appoint worship ordinances. 
(Exodus 4:21-26) 

 

A prime example of this principle is God’s appointment 

of the Passover, as recorded in the twelfth chapter of Exodus. 

This ordinance, given to commemorate Israel’s deliverance 

from Egypt by God’s mighty power, was prescribed directly 

by Him. This, in fact, is one of the biblical criteria for a 

sacrament, as noted in the Westminster Shorter Catechism’s 

treatment of baptism and the Lord’s Supper. 

Israel had no right to invent its own ordinances, nor did 

they have the right to neglect that which was appointed by 

God. John Calvin, in his tract, ‘The Necessity of Reforming 

the Church’ wrote:  “We may not adopt any device which 

seems fit to ourselves, but look to the injunctions of Him who 

alone is entitled to prescribe... God disapproves of all modes 

of worship not expressly sanctioned by His Word.” He 

understood the biblical principle of God’s sovereignty over 

all things, and rightly reasoned that God has the sole right to 

appoint the ways and means of His worship.   

Today, the Church observes two sacraments – baptism 

and the Lord’s Supper – which correspond to the Old 

Covenant ordinances of circumcision and Passover. The New 

Testament Church has no more right to appoint additional 

sacraments, or to altar those that she has received from 

Christ, than the people of Israel did to neglect the ordinances 
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God prescribed for them, or to invent religious ordinances of 

their own.  

Another striking example of God’s zeal for the 

observance of His appointed ordinances is seen in Exodus 

4:21-26, which records the circumcision of Moses’ firstborn 

son by his wife Zipporah, after God’s anger was kindled 

toward Moses for his neglect. The fact that God actually 

“sought to kill Moses” for failing to circumcise his son is 

puzzling to many readers. Yet this is not difficult to 

understand in light of what the Scriptures reveal with regard 

to the zeal that God has for His appointed worship and the 

ordinances connected with it. 

From this account we learn: (1) That neglecting the 

appointed ordinances of God is a sin which incurs His most 

fervent displeasure; (2) That we need to watch over our own 

hearts, lest our love for any relation prevail over our love to 

God and keep us from our duty of obedience; (3) That our 

zeal for God and His ordinances may be cooled if we are 

deprived of the society of the faithful; (4) That God’s anger 

is kindled against even His own people when they fail to 

observe what He has commanded; (5) That when God reveals 

to us what is lacking in our conformity to His commanded 

ordinances we must determine to amend it quickly, lest we 

incur greater judgment; (6) That putting away our sins is 

absolutely necessary to the removal of God’s judgments; and 

(7) That when we return to our duty in God’s ordinances, He 

will return to us in mercy. 

This account shows us once more how zealous God is for 

the conformity of His people to all that He has commanded 

them in connection with His worship. In answer to the 

question: Who is he that is eaten up with the zeal of God’s 

house? Thomas Manton replied, “He that desires that no 

human invention may be blended and mixed with God’s 

worship, and would fain amend what is amiss.”   
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God’s law forbids will-worship.  
(Exodus 20:1-6) 

 

When God gave Moses the Ten Commandments as a 

summary of His moral law, He laid down clear precepts to 

govern men in their approach to God and to their neighbor. It 

has been noted that the first commandment requires that we 

worship the right God, while the second commandment 

requires that we worship Him in the right way. We must 

remember that the Ten Commandments are designed to give 

general principles with a far broader application than the 

mere “letter of the law” indicates. That this was the 

understanding of the wise authors of the Westminster 

standards is clear from their treatment of the second 

commandment in the Larger Catechism.   

The answer to question 108 (What are the duties required 

in the second commandment?) reads, in part: “the receiving, 

observing, and keeping pure and entire, all such religious 

worship and ordinances as God hath instituted in his word... 

as also the disapproving, detesting, opposing, all false 

worship; and, according to each one’s place and calling, 

removing it, and all monuments of idolatry.” Note carefully 

that the Westminster divines identified any deviation from 

God’s prescribed worship as idolatry.  

Concerning what is forbidden in the second 

commandment (Answer 109), the Assembly included: “all 

devising, counselling, commanding, using, and any wise 

approving, any religious worship not instituted by God 

himself...corrupting the worship of God, adding to it, or 

taking from it, whether invented and taken up of ourselves, or 

received by tradition from others, though under the title of 

antiquity, custom, devotion, good intent, or any other 

pretence whatsoever...all neglect, contempt, hindering, and 

opposing the worship and ordinances which God hath 

appointed.”   

Clearer applications of the biblical Regulative Principle 

of Worship would be difficult to conceive. True worship is 

prescribed by God alone.  Anything else is idolatry.     
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Man’s ingenuity in worship defiles it.  

(Exodus 20:22-25) 

 

The final verses of Exodus 20 record a little-known 

commandment of God regarding the construction of altars to 

be used in the service of sacrifice.  God specifically 

prohibited the use of any hewn stones, carved by the tools of 

men, in the construction of His altars, saying “If you use your 

tool on it, you have profaned it.”  God wanted only natural 

stones (those that were created by Him) to be used to the 

exclusion of any stones that had been “creatively altered” by 

men.  The principle involved here is that man’s approach to 

God in worship is not to be “profaned” by human 

innovation.   

The moment that man uses his “tools” to alter the altar, 

he has created a carved image (see verse 23) and defiled the 

pure worship of God.  The point is clear: Man’s creativity 

has no place in the worship of God.   

It has been suggested that the application of passages 

such as this to worship practices is, at best, secondary to their 

importance in teaching that Christ is the only way to God. 

For example, Gen. 12:1-8 very clearly teaches that the gospel 

does not change with location.  Blood atonement, no matter 

the culture or time's liking for such a concept, is the only way 

to God.  But are we justified in drawing from this the 

application that the particular elements of worship are not to 

be affected by considerations of culture or location? Or, with 

regard to the example of Noah in Gen. 7:1-3; 8:13-2, the 

main point is that God provides all that is necessary for man 

to enter into a relationship with God i.e. for salvation.  God 

provided all the animals necessary for the BLOOD 

SACRIFICE.  But are we justified in concluding that this 

applies to worship in the sense that God provides all that is 

necessary by way of commanded ordinances and His people 

are not to go beyond what He has provided? 

Or, with regard to this passage in Exodus 20:22-25, is not 

the main point that Christ is the altar, as well as the sacrifice. 

God provided this altar, this only way to Himself, and man 

can add nothing to the completed work of Christ to “help” 
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with his salvation?  It is, to be sure, a beautiful picture of the 

Incarnation, and of that Incarnation being entirely the work 

of God for us.  But are we justified in drawing the application 

from this passage that God intends His people to abhor all 

human ingenuity in their worship practices and to view such 

inventiveness as defiling or profaning His worship? 

In answer to these important questions, we would submit 

that it is precisely because of the fact that worship practices 

are designed to point to the sufficient work of Christ that 

man’s ingenuity, or creativity, or cultural preference, or 

inventiveness are forbidden, not only under the Old 

Covenant, but under the New.  

All worship is designed to picture the glorious work of 

Christ for His people. Under the Old Covenant, when Christ 

was not yet revealed, God prescribed intricate rituals and 

ceremonies to picture His work to a Church under-age. To 

tamper with the specifics of God’s prescribed worship 

practices was to obscure the message they were designed to 

represent. Man’s additions to God’s appointed services 

introduced an element of human agency into the all-sufficient 

provision of God for His people through Christ.  

Under the New Covenant, the intricate pictures of Christ 

in the rituals and ceremonies of worship are no longer 

necessary.  The fulfillment has come. But the significant 

truth that the Old Covenant worship was designed to 

represent has not changed one iota: The work of Christ is still 

the only sufficient means of salvation for God’s people. This 

is why the worship of the New Covenant Church is simple 

and spiritual, rather than sensual and intricate, like that of our 

Old Covenant counterparts. But the principle remains:  For 

man to add his “creative touch” to God’s worship ordinances 

is to obscure the beautiful truth that they hold before us, that 

man adds not one bit to His salvation by the work of His own 

hands. Salvation is all the work of Christ, and therefore 

worship, which reflects that salvation, is not to be 

“enhanced” by human invention. 

Furthermore, to introduce more intricate practices, 

designed to appeal to the flesh, under the New Covenant – it 

has been understood by the wise fathers of our faith until 

fairly recent years – is to return to the weak and beggarly 
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elements which were necessary for the Church during the 

time of its tutelage, but which are to be forsaken now for the 

simple, pure, and spiritual worship of a people who have 

Christ Himself in their midst. Human invention in worship, 

then, under the New Covenant, amounts to a practical denial 

that the Reality has come, and therefore the shadows are to 

be put away. 

Matthew Henry writes of Exodus 20:24-26: “This rule 

being prescribed before the establishment of the ceremonial 

law, which appointed altars much more costly, intimates that, 

after the period of that law, plainness should be accepted as 

the best ornament of the external services of religion, and 

that gospel-worship should not be performed with external 

pomp and gaiety.  The beauty of holiness needs no paint, nor 

do those do any service to the spouse of Christ that dress her 

in the attire of a harlot, as the church of Rome does.” 

Another point requires our notice. 

One common objection to the biblical Regulative 

Principle of Worship argues that the Scriptures teach that “all 

of life is worship.” According to this view there is no real 

distinction between the formal public gathering of the saints 

to worship God and the private individual activities of work 

and recreation, since the Bible states: “Therefore, whether 

you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of 

God” (1 Cor. 10:31).   

This argument, however, fails to recognize the fact that 

God makes a clear distinction between the private exercise of 

creativity and the importing of such creativity into His 

prescribed worship.  Exodus 20:25 does not forbid stone-

cutting as a profession or as a recreational activity, but it 

clearly forbids the stone-cutter from using his talents to 

“embellish” the pure worship of God.  Nor would it be proper 

to assume that the stone-cutter’s lawful activities outside of 

worship were to be conducted without a conscious pursuit of 

God’s glory. God makes a distinction between formal 

worship and informal devotion. In all of life, man is free to 

use his creativity for the advancement of God’s glory. In the 

ordinances of worship, however, the exercise of “creative 

license” profanes God’s altar. 
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God cares about the details of worship.  

(Exodus 25:1-9) 

 

When God gave Moses instructions for the building of 

the tabernacle, where His glory would dwell among His 

people, again and again we read the words, “see to it that you 

make it according to the pattern that was shown you on the 

mountain.”  Every last detail, not only of the tabernacle, but 

also of the priestly garments, sacrificial offerings, and holy 

festivals was painstakingly revealed to Moses.  There was 

absolutely no room for innovation.   

God’s word clearly declares that He is deeply concerned 

with the details of His worship. Nothing is to be introduced 

without His appointment. Malcolm H. Watts, co-author of 

The Worship of God, writes: “Was this carefulness over 

detail peculiar to Old Testament believers? Some argue that 

it was, chiefly on the ground that the laws of the ancient 

economy were far more rigorous than those of this present 

Christian age. However, this argument rests upon a false 

assumption.  God never repealed his law concerning worship.  

If Christians possess a greater liberty, it is not that the 

standard has been changed: it is rather that there is now 

welcome freedom from the multiplicity of minute regulations 

and cumbersome rituals (Gal. 4:9,10; 5:1).  Thus we find that 

New Testament believers were very careful to ‘keep the 

ordinances’ as inspired teachers ‘delivered them,’ with the 

result that there were ‘customs’ common to all ‘the churches 

of God’ (1 Cor. 11:2,16).”   

God has not changed. Nor, for that matter, has man. 

Christ came to fulfill the details of the ceremonial law, but 

his coming did not open the door for God’s people to cast off 

His revealed will and come trampling into His courts in any 

way that they deem appropriate.  God is still the sovereign 

Lord of all, including worship.  
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Corrupt worship is always cleverly 
disguised as good. (Exodus 35) 

 

This principle is seen in the infamous “Golden Calf 

Incident” recorded in Exodus 35. False worship, like most 

sinful practices, begins small and grows by degrees.  Lust 

grows into adultery, hatred grows into murder, covetousness 

grows into theft, and self-love grows into idolatry.   

Few men have the boldness of Nebuchadnezzar to set up 

an image of themselves and command people to bow down to 

it, yet all fallen men share his desire to be “like God.” Thus, 

the suggestions of Satan, and the natural inclinations of men, 

usually begin not with outright idol worship, but with the 

blending of human invention with the worship of the true 

God.   

One can almost hear the discussions around the fires of 

Israel’s elders. 

“Surely the particular place of our sacrifices is to be 

understood as a mere ‘circumstance’ of worship and not as an 

‘element’ which cannot be altered.” 

“Besides, it is inconvenient for everyone to make the 

long journey to the house of the Lord for worship.  If we 

build high places in local neighborhoods, more people will be 

inclined to worship, and that must surely be more pleasing to 

God than for only a few to attend in His central sanctuary.” 

“How can anything that makes it more appealing for 

people to offer sacrifices to God be displeasing to Him?” 

And on it goes, with the heaping up of man’s 

justifications for doing what he wants to do in worship 

regardless of God’s specific requirements. Likewise, when 

Aaron presented the golden calf to Israel, he did not say, 

“This is your new God,” but rather, “This is your God, O 

Israel, that brought you out of the land of Egypt!”  When 

Moses came down from the mountain, Aaron tried to justify 

his actions on the basis that he was only doing what the 

people wanted, and then by suggesting that the calf was 

produced by supernatural forces (see verse 24).   

Men can always find justifications for doing what they 

want to do. Yet whatever the justification may be, God’s 
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response is still the same: “They have turned aside quickly 

out of the way that I commanded them.” 

Thus the testimony of Exodus builds upon the will of 

God revealed in Genesis, further demonstrating the Scriptural 

truth that God alone is sovereign over the details of His 

worship, and has left it free from the devices and 

imaginations of men, for the purpose of more clearly 

demonstrating the sufficiency and beauty of the redemptive 

work of Christ.   

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Worship: From Genesis to Revelation 

 26 



 

27 

Chapter 3 

Worship in Leviticus 
 

The material we have examined from Genesis and 

Exodus has established that it was God’s revealed will from 

the very beginning that fallen men must only draw near to 

Him by the means that He Himself had appointed. The 

primary reason for God’s insistence on men approaching Him 

in His own prescribed manner is that sinful man’s approach 

to God is only possible through God’s provision of 

reconciliation in Christ. Man must never imagine that he can 

approach God on his own terms or in his own way.  To do so 

is to ignore God’s sovereign work in redemption and attribute 

redemption to the works of one’s own hands. Any means 

designed by men apart from God’s commands is therefore 

condemned in the strongest terms.   

This “drawing near to God,” then, is primarily to be 

understood in terms of the redemptive work of Christ, 

foreshadowed in the altars and sacrifices of a “church under-

age.”  And yet it must never be thought that Christ’s 

redemptive work and the activities of worship are set apart 

from one another. Again and again in Genesis and Exodus we 

encounter examples of God’s displeasure at the inventiveness 

of men in worship precisely because worship was designed to 

picture Christ’s redemptive work. 

Man’s “contribution” to the prescribed elements of 

worship serves only to cloud the truth that reconciliation, 

which allows men to draw near unto God, is His prerogative 

and His work alone. Such inventiveness is condemned by 

God as unacceptable and idolatrous in Genesis and Exodus, 

and as will-worship in the New Testament. God prescribes 

the activities of worship for the very purpose of illustrating 

the Savior’s atoning work.   

As we move into the book of Leviticus, God’s 

requirements for worship become more explicit.  The title 

“Leviticus” literally means “about Levites.”  The main 

concern of the book is to record God’s ordinances for the 

worship of His people, which are spelled out in great detail.  
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In the midst of these details we find the striking historical 

account of Nadab and Abihu, two of Aaron’s sons. 

 

God must not be worshipped by 
unauthorized means. (Leviticus 10:1-7) 

 

Nadab and Abihu, two of Aaron’s four sons, presumed to 

worship God with “strange fire, which He commanded them 

not.”  This act of presumption was met with an immediate 

judgment as the fire of God’s wrath consumed the two 

brothers. The interpretation of this historical event is not 

difficult:  God abhors carelessness in worship which 

presumes to offer what He has not commanded.  

John Calvin wrote on this passage: “A memorable 

circumstance is here recorded, from whence it appears how 

greatly God abominates all the sins whereby purity of 

religion is corrupted.  Apparently it was a light transgression 

to use strange fire for burning incense; and again their 

thoughtlessness would seem inexcusable, for certainly Nadab 

and Abihu did not wantonly or intentionally desire to pollute 

the sacred things, when they were setting about them too 

eagerly, their precipitancy led them into error.” 

Some readers react to this account with startled 

amazement, as if the punishment inflicted was far more 

severe than the offense deserved. Such a response, however, 

not only calls God’s perfect justice into question, but also 

fails to appreciate the seriousness of worship. Again, Calvin 

writes, “The severity of the punishment, therefore, would not 

please those arrogant people, who do not hesitate 

superciliously to criticize God’s judgments; but if we reflect 

how holy a thing God’s worship is, the enormity of the 

punishment will by no means offend us.”   

Besides this, there was a clear necessity, at the very 

beginning of the administration of Aaron’s sons over the 

ministry of worship, that there be no question in any mind 

either about the Divine requirements or the penalty for 

transgressing them.  “It was necessary,” says Calvin, “that 

their religion should be sanctioned at its very 

commencement; for if God had suffered the sons of Aaron to 
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transgress with impunity, they would have afterwards 

carelessly neglected the whole law.  This, therefore, was the 

reason of such great severity, that the priests should 

anxiously watch against all profanation.” 

The great Genevan Reformer draws this conclusion: “Let 

us learn, therefore, so to attend to God’s command as not to 

corrupt His worship by any strange inventions.” 

In verse 3 of Leviticus 10, God reiterates the reason for 

His great jealousy for the purity of worship: “By those who 

come near Me I must be regarded as holy; And before all the 

people I must be glorified.”  

God’s worship must be governed by two chief 

considerations. First, God’s holiness must be duly regarded 

by those who come near to Him. Second, the exclusivity of 

God’s glory is given as a reason for His jealousy about 

worship. 

The next section of Leviticus 10 (verses 4-7) 

demonstrates the priority and seriousness with which men are 

to regard the worship of the Holy God. Aaron and his 

surviving sons were forbidden to mourn the deaths of Nadab 

and Abihu while they were engaged in their priestly duties. 

God’s worship is to take priority over even the most natural 

and heartfelt inclinations of men.  Even the natural love of a 

father and brother is not to invade the solemnity of God’s 

worship. Jesus stated this principle in similar form when He 

said, “If anyone comes to Me and does not hate his father and 

mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and his 

own life also, he cannot be My disciple” (Luke 14:26).  

Nothing should be more important and urgent to us than the 

worship of God, and no other consideration, however 

seemingly moving, should interfere with our performance of 

His required worship or induce us to lay aside what He has 

commanded. 

Note also that the rest of the house of Israel were 

commanded to “bewail the burning which the Lord has 

kindled.” They were to mourn, not so much for the tragic loss 

of their fellow Israelites, but for the offense which had been 

given to God, which had provoked His burning wrath. This 

command highlights the zeal that ought to be in the hearts of 
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men for the glory of God, and the grief which ought to 

overwhelm every heart when God’s commands are set aside 

in favor of the presumptuous inventions of men. 

How little of this mourning for giving offense to God 

exists among His people today!  How little concern for the 

idea that what is done in the name of worship in so many 

churches has no warrant from the mouth of God!  How little 

fear that man’s bold presumption in framing worship 

according to his own desires and interests kindles the wrath 

of the One who is to be regarded as holy and whose glory 

alone is to be magnified in the public assemblies of His 

people! Is it any wonder that the Church is so lifeless and 

impotent in the face of its enemies?  She has forsaken her 

first and most urgent priority, and made the worship of the 

Holy God a mere show of the talents and ideas of men! 

Surely the Church is under the judgment of God for its 

sins – chief among them being a disregard for the worship of 

God.  If she is to be revived, and her glory restored, it must 

begin with bewailing the offenses she has given to God in 

worship.   

 

God’s appointed shepherds must teach and 
guard the flock. (Leviticus 10:8-11) 

 

Immediately after the judgment of Nadab and Abihu, we 

read that God gave instructions to Aaron concerning the 

service of his house in the tabernacle. It is noteworthy that 

here God speaks directly to Aaron, where in almost every 

other case He speaks to Aaron through Moses. The 

commandment given, therefore, especially concerned 

Aaron’s administration in worship and was to be heard by 

him directly from the mouth of God.   

The thrust of the statute was that Aaron and his sons 

were forbidden from drinking wine or strong drink while they 

were active in the functions of their office. Some have sought 

to use this passage as a basis for a requirement of total 

abstinence from alcoholic beverages on the part of ministers. 

It is clear, however, that God’s command to Aaron was 

limited to the time in which he and his sons were engaged in 
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the actual activities of their office in the tabernacle. Further, 

the larger context shows that what was of greatest concern 

here was that the judgment of the priests was not to be 

clouded in any way while they were carrying out the 

prescribed worship of the Lord. The reason given is two-fold.   

First, they must be sober-minded so that they can rightly 

“distinguish between holy and unholy, and between unclean 

and clean.”  The word translated “distinguish” is the Hebrew 

word for “divide.”  It is the same word used throughout the 

creation account of Genesis 1, when God “divided” light 

from darkness (vs. 4), the waters from the waters (vss. 6-7), 

and day from night (vs. 14).  This same word is used of the 

veil in the tabernacle, which formed a “divider” between the 

holy place and the most holy place.  It is a word that has to 

do with separation. The task of Aaron and his sons was to 

carefully separate, divide, and distinguish between what was 

holy and what was profane.  

We have already seen throughout our study on worship 

up to this point that God defines what is “holy” as that which 

He has commanded and what is “profane” as that which is 

introduced by the caprice of men apart from divine warrant.  

Distinguishing between the holy and the profane is precisely 

what Nadab and Abihu had failed to do, and thus the 

necessity for this command. 

It is not necessary to conclude, as some have done, that 

Nadab and Abihu committed their particular sin under the 

influence of wine or strong drink.  This may or may not have 

been the case.  What is clear is that this raised an issue of 

sound judgment, and God immediately introduced this law as 

a safeguard. 

Second, the priests must be sober-minded so that they 

“may teach the children of Israel all the statutes which the 

LORD has spoken to them by the hand of Moses” with 

clarity. Strong drink would dull their senses, and put them in 

jeopardy of misrepresenting God’s commands to the people.   

From this command and its immediate context we learn 

that God charges His appointed ministers with the awesome 

task of instructing His people in the requirements of His law 

regarding worship and exercising careful judgment over what 

they present to Him in their assemblies.  This is the principle 
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of accountability:  God holds most accountable those whom 

He has appointed as stewards of His truth. When worship is 

corrupted, through a failure to distinguish between the holy 

and the profane, God lays it to the charge of the ministers of 

His house. Likewise, if the people are ignorant of His 

commands, and are thus permitted, or even encouraged to 

offer profane worship, it is the minister who is most culpable. 

“My brethren, let not many of you become teachers, knowing 

that we shall receive a stricter judgment” (James 3:1). 

When God announced His impending judgment upon 

Israel through the prophet Ezekiel, it was precisely on these 

grounds that He testified against them: “Her priests have 

violated My law and profaned My holy things; they have not 

distinguished between the holy and unholy, nor have they 

made known the difference between the unclean and the 

clean; and they have hidden their eyes from My Sabbaths, so 

that I am profaned among them” (Ezekiel 22:26). 

But there is yet another principle to be gleaned from 

Levitcus 10… 

 

What God commands must not be left 
undone. (Leviticus 10:12-20) 

 

The remainder of Leviticus 10 records what happened 

after Nadab and Abihu had been judged, and God had 

charged Aaron with the seriousness of his role as priest.  

Once again we find the sons of Aaron falling short with 

regard to God’s commands for worship.   

The two remaining sons, Eleazar and Ithamar, incurred 

the anger of Moses because they refrained from eating the 

meat of the sin offering as God had clearly commanded.  

Their error, unlike that of their recently deceased brothers, 

was not one of wicked presumption, but fearful timidity.  

They were afraid to eat the burnt offering, as Aaron 

explained, because God’s zealous judgment against Nadab 

and Abihu’s sin made them think that He would not accept 

their service either.  They had taken the fear of the Lord to an 

extreme, and despaired of being accepted in His sight 

because His holy jealousy was too awesome.   
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Moses’ acceptance of the explanation does not mean that 

Aaron and his sons had done rightly, but only that God 

overlooked their oversight for the sake of their fear, as well 

as to preserve the priesthood from being completely 

annihilated in a day. The initial anger of Moses indicates that 

Eleazar and Ithamar’s sin of omission was regarded as an 

offense against God’s command, just as Nadab and Abihu’s 

sin of commission had been.  Care must be taken in the 

worship of God not only to avoid adding to God’s 

commands, but also to be careful to detract nothing from 

them.  

  

The holiness of God forbids presumption in 
His worship. (Leviticus 16:1-3) 

 

These verses record the specific instruction given to 

Aaron as High Priest concerning his entrance into the most 

holy place.  The introduction in verse 1 is clearly intended to 

tie this command to the holiness of God, which had been 

profaned by Nadab and Abihu’s “creative” worship.  The 

emphasis here is once again upon the fact that God may be 

approached only on His own terms.  Aaron is therefore told 

in no uncertain terms, “not to come at just any time into the 

Holy Place inside the veil.”  He must come only at the time 

of God’s appointment.  

Aaron had been entrusted with a special office. As High 

Priest, he represented God to the people, and the people 

before God. But even this position of privilege and 

responsibility did not give him license to come and go into 

the presence of God as he pleased. The fact that God had 

favored him with a special honor was not to be seen as an 

excuse for familiarity with God.   

Even in earthly kingdoms, those granted the special favor 

of rulers and entrusted with positions of honor by them do 

not presume to stroll into the throne room as uninvited 

guests.  To do so would be an insult to the majesty of the 

monarch. It is true that believers in the New Covenant era 

have gained access to the throne of grace through Jesus 

Christ, who has torn the veil of the temple in two and made a 
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way for us to draw near to God.  It would be a great error, 

however, to conclude from this fact that God has now given 

us carte blanche to determine for ourselves when and how 

we will approach Him.   

Has His holiness and majesty been diminished? Does His 

love for us excuse us from obedience?  Privilege, even in 

Christ, must never lead us to presumption. 

 

Only what is perfect may be offered to God 
in worship. (Leviticus 22:21-25) 

 

We come here to a consideration of the kinds of offerings 

that were acceptable to God in the worship of His people.  

Leviticus 22:21-25 provides an important principle for our 

own worship, though we no longer bring animals to be 

burned on an altar. God’s will regarding what His people 

offer to Him is expressed in these words: “it must be perfect 

to be accepted; there shall be no defect in it.”   

Of course, this particular requirement in the context of 

the ceremonial sacrifices was designed to point to God’s 

unblemished Lamb. Yet once again the principle is abiding, 

even among those who worship the Lamb who has been 

revealed.  Christ deserves nothing less than what is perfect.  

Therefore He is to be worshipped, not with the innovations of 

men, which cannot help but be defective, but according to 

God’s own truth and through His own appointed means, 

which have no imperfections in themselves.   

Again, when God judged Israel, this commandment was 

also cited: “You also say, 'Oh, what a weariness!' And you 

sneer at it,” Says the LORD of hosts. “And you bring the 

stolen, the lame, and the sick; Thus you bring an offering! 

Should I accept this from your hand?” Says the LORD.  “But 

cursed be the deceiver Who has in his flock a male, And 

takes a vow, But sacrifices to the Lord what is blemished -- 

For I am a great King,” Says the LORD of hosts, “And My 

name is to be feared among the nations.” (Malachi 1:13-14) 

It is clear from this condemnation that the people who 

were guilty of this offense had in their possession that which 

was perfect and unblemished, but they made a conscious 
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decision to offer instead what was defective, or less than 

perfect.  This was considered a high offense against God.  

It is not without significance for the application of this 

principle that the worship of Christians in the New Testament 

is described as in terms of a sacrifice: “Therefore by Him let 

us continually offer the sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the 

fruit of our lips, giving thanks to His name” (Hebrews 

13:15). And shall we, while possessing that which is perfect 

and without blemish in the compendium of songs which have 

been committed to the Church by divine inspiration, offer a 

sacrifice of praise which cannot but be defective, because it 

has been written by sinful men without the direct inspiration 

of the Spirit of Truth?  

We must never make a decision to displace God’s perfect 

ordinances with a man-made invention.  God’s abiding 

principle is this:  The sacrifice that you offer me “must be 

perfect to be accepted; there shall be no defect in it.” 
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Chapter 4 
Worship in Numbers 

 

The book of Numbers records the history of Israel 

between the giving of the Law and their entry into the land of 

promise. This history includes the wilderness wanderings of 

the wicked generation that rebelled against Moses and the 

Lord.  The material in this book regarding worship further 

develops the theme that we have seen throughout the early 

books of the Bible:  

The sovereign God prescribes ordinances for His people, 

and will not tolerate any corruption of His commands 

through human addition.  Because God’s appointed 

ordinances are typical of Christ, any deviation from them is 

an implicit denial of His Person, authority, and redemptive 

work. 

 

No man has the right to grant exceptions to 
God’s commands. (Numbers 9:1-14) 

 

In the first five verses of Numbers chapter 9, Moses is 

instructed to relay to Israel God’s command regarding the 

particular day in which the Passover was to be kept. 

Immediately following this is the account of “certain men” 

who became ceremonially impure by contact with a human 

corpse and were therefore disqualified from participation in 

the Passover at its appointed time. Desiring to keep the feast, 

but recognizing that it would have been a direct transgression 

of God’s command to observe the Passover on a different 

date, they appealed to Moses.   

Once more, the principle is illustrated that God’s 

commands are not to be set aside or altered, even for what 

seem to our eyes to be good and justifiable reasons.  

Remarking on this passage, Malcolm Watts observes, “even 

though Moses was Israel’s leader, he did not feel at liberty to 

authorize any change in the observance of ordinances… [H]e 

refused to give them permission to participate in the 

celebration until he had received from God an express 

statement to that effect.”   
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Moses, as an instrument of Divine revelation, received 

additional statutes to cover such circumstances.  God was 

progressively revealing His will for worship in the context of 

real life situations so that His people might learn to 

implement nothing without a positive warrant from His 

Word.   

Today no further additions are being made to what has 

been written.  We have no oracle to consult for new direct 

revelation, but we have a better and more abiding rule for our 

faith and practice:  “To the Law and to the Testimony!  If they 

speak not according to this word, they have no light of 

dawn.” Our role, when faced with a desire to “stretch” God’s 

ordinances beyond His stated commands, is to stand still, and 

hear what the Lord has spoken. 

 

We must never forget the inclination of our 
hearts and eyes. (Numbers 15:32-41) 

 

This is the reason that no man or group of men may set 

aside or presume to add to or detract from God’s commands 

for worship. 

In the 15
th
 chapter of Numbers we find an account of the 

punishment of a man who boldly broke the fourth 

commandment. The fact that most modern readers tend to 

view the penalty, which was death by stoning, as too harsh 

for the crime indicates how backward our thinking has 

become.   

The Sabbath was given to Israel as a continual reminder 

that the Lord God dwelt in the midst of His people. To ignore 

the Sabbath is to deny God as Creator, Governor, Judge and 

Redeemer. 

As Creator, He sanctified the seventh day and declared it 

holy, as an example for His creatures in all their generations.  

To break the Sabbath is a practical denial of God as Creator. 

As Governor, He instituted a command, based upon the 

pattern of creation, incorporated in the Moral Law which 

contains a summary of man’s whole duty toward God and 

toward his neighbor.  To break the Sabbath is a rebellious 

denial of God as Governor, or Law Giver. 
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As Judge, He holds men accountable for obedience to 

His commands, and punishes those who disobey.  To break 

the Sabbath is a high-handed denial of God as Judge, as 

though He had no power and no intention of enforcing His 

own word. 

As Redeemer, God has provided an eternal rest from the 

ravages of sin – and the Sabbath rest is typical of this eternal 

rest which remains for the people of God. To break the 

Sabbath, therefore, is a denial of God’s gracious provision of 

salvation itself – and the transgression of the Sabbath 

deprives us of the very means by which God has ordained 

that this salvation be communicated and applied to His 

people. 

In summary, Sabbath-breaking is a direct offense against 

God, tantamount to declaring Him dead. James Philip writes, 

“Reverence for the Sabbath symbolized reverence for God 

Himself, and violation of its sanctity was therefore… an 

insult to His majesty.  It is in this regard that we can best 

understand the widespread contemporary neglect and 

desecration of the Lord’s Day.  It symbolizes our 

generation’s neglect and contempt of the things of God.  It is 

man’s refusal of God.”  

This is precisely why Sabbath-breaking was a capital 

offense. The people themselves were to inflict the 

punishment for this serious crime, so that they might 

remember the importance of God’s command, and keep 

themselves from falling into the same disregard for the Holy 

One in their midst.   

Immediately following this event, God gave the people a 

command designed to remind them of their duty toward Him.  

He ordered them to wear tassels on the corners of their 

clothing, sewn with blue thread.  The reason for this 

commandment is given is verses 39-40:  “And you shall have 

the tassel, that you may look upon it and remember all the 

commandments of the LORD and do them, and that you may 

not follow the harlotry to which your own heart and your 

own eyes are inclined, and that you may remember and do all 

My commandments, and be holy for your God.” 

The blue in the tassels was a reminder of heaven.  Blue 

was the color of royal majesty, symbolizing the source of all 
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authority and majesty in God. Significantly, then, the tassels 

sewn with blue thread were to be attached to the hem of the 

garment. In order to see the reminder of God’s majesty, the 

people had to look down!  This is a beautiful picture of 

humility leading to dependence upon God. Humility and self-

abasement is the necessary posture of submission to the 

authority of God’s law. 

Further, Calvin remarks on verse 39 that “by contrasting 

‘the hearts and eyes’ of men with His Law, He shows that He 

would have His people contented with that one rule which He 

prescribes, without the admixture of any of their own 

imaginations.” That is, the source of man’s rebellion against 

God is in his fallen unfaithful heart, which delights in 

substituting his own will for the revealed will of God – and in 

his wandering eyes, which instead of being cast down in 

humility toward self and then cast up toward heaven for 

direction, are always prone to look upon self as the true 

measure of truth and to satisfy personal wants and desires 

without so much as a glance at God’s word. 

Calvin continues: “and again, He denounces the vanity of 

whatever men invent for themselves, and however pleasing 

any human scheme may appear to them, He still repudiates 

and condemns it... He says that men ‘follow harlotry’ 

whenever they are governed by their own counsels.  This 

declaration is deserving of our special observation, for while 

they have much self-satisfaction who worship God according 

to their own will, and while they account their zeal to be very 

good and very right, they do nothing else but pollute 

themselves by spiritual adultery.  For what by the world is 

considered to be the holiest devotion, God with his own 

mouth pronounces to be fornication.  By the word ‘eyes’ he 

unquestionably means man’s power of discernment.” 

Thus God, in the enforcement of the Sabbath law and in 

the visible reminder he gave to Israel in the form of blue 

tassels, underscores once more the redemptive significance of 

His instituted worship, and re-echoes the warning that we 

must guard our hearts and eyes from straying into 

unfaithfulness through corrupting His prescribed ordinances. 
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Men are not to take upon themselves offices 
and functions which God has not appointed 
to them. (Numbers 16:1-40) 

 

Numbers 16:1-40 records the account of the rebellion of 

Korah, Dathan and Abiram, and adds yet another dimension 

to the Bible’s teaching regarding worship.  Here, the focus is 

upon God’s appointed offices and functions within the 

Church – which were also given to reflect His provision of 

salvation and His peoples’ dependence upon Him. 

Korah and his co-complainers were not content with the 

roles that God had assigned to them, and coveted the office 

and function of Moses and Aaron. They resented the fact that 

Moses and Aaron had been entrusted with special authority 

and an exclusive function among God’s people. The basis of 

their plea was an appeal to equality – they were the 

forerunners of modern egalitarians, who would erase every 

distinction in role and function on the basis of an assumed 

and promiscuous equality. “They gathered together against 

Moses and Aaron, and said to them, ‘You take too much upon 

yourselves, for all the congregation is holy, every one of 

them, and the LORD is among them. Why then do you exalt 

yourselves above the assembly of the LORD?’” (Verse 3).  

Moses responded with God-given wisdom. First, he 

reminded them of their divinely appointed place and station: 

“Hear now, you sons of Levi” (Verse 8). Second, he 

confronted their spirit of discontent: “Is it a small thing to 

you that the God of Israel has separated you from the 

congregation of Israel, to bring you near to Himself, to do 

the work of the tabernacle of the LORD, and to stand before 

the congregation to serve them?” (Verse 9).  Third, he 

uncovered their true motivation: “And are you seeking the 

priesthood also?” (Verse 10). Fourth, he exposed the true 

object of their attack: “Therefore you and all your company 

are gathered together against the LORD. And what is Aaron 

that you complain against him?” (Verse 11). 

God’s response of fearful judgment leaves no question as 

to His displeasure at their discontent with His assigned roles 

within the Church.   
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John Girardeau writes, “God had consecrated those 

descendants of Levi who sprang from Aaron to the 

priesthood, while the remaining descendants of Levi were set 

apart to other offices pertaining to the service of the 

tabernacle.  Korah was a Levite, but not a son of Aaron.  

Dathan and Abiram were not even Levites….  When, 

therefore, these men, asserting the claim that the whole 

congregation were entitled to rank with Moses and Aaron, 

ventured to assume to themselves functions which God had 

restricted to a certain class, they were overtaken by the swift 

indignation of Jehovah, and perished in an awful manner.”   

A similar contention is often made today.  1 Peter 2:5,9 

refers to the New Testament Church as a “spiritual house” 

and a “holy priesthood.” This passage, along with others, is 

the basis for the doctrine of the “priesthood of all believers.” 

The idea of this important doctrine is that Christ has fulfilled 

what the Old Testament priesthood was designed to 

foreshadow.  Through Him, every believer has access to God 

and their offerings of praise and service are accepted.   

It is an error, however, to conclude from this doctrine 

that because all are now “priests” in the New Testament 

Church and have equal access to God through Christ, all may 

rightly exercise any role involved in the life and worship of 

the Church. To plead the “priesthood of all believers” in this 

way is little different from Korah’s contention that “all the 

congregation is holy” and should therefore have an equal 

right to the functions of Moses and Aaron.   

The truth of the matter is that God continues to make 

distinctions in office and function, even in the New 

Testament Church, and with His commanded distinctions we 

are to be content. “Now you are the body of Christ, and 

members individually. And God has appointed these in the 

church: first apostles, second prophets, third teachers, after 

that miracles, then gifts of healings, helps, administrations, 

varieties of tongues. Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are 

all teachers? Are all workers of miracles? Do all have gifts of 

healings? Do all speak with tongues? Do all interpret?” (1 

Corinthians 12:27-30).  

The order of office and function that God has established 

within His church is designed to reflect His provision in 
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Christ and His people’s dependence upon His Word through 

Christ for salvation. To deny God’s appointed offices, or the 

distinction of function that He has prescribed, is to exalt 

man’s judgment above God’s and put individuals – apart 

from His calling, gifting and appointing them as His 

representatives – in the place of God. 

It is also an error to conclude from the priesthood of all 

believers that every Christian has the right to “add 

something” to the service of worship through the exercise of 

his/her particular gifts. Even the priests of the Old Covenant 

did not have the prerogative to invent rites and ordinances to 

be added to God’s commands for worship.  Why then would 

it be assumed that Christ’s fulfillment of the symbolism of 

the priesthood opens the way for individuals to set aside His 

commanded ordinances and determine for themselves how 

God is to be worshipped? 

Kenneth J. Campbell summarized the matter well in a 

minority report to the OPC General Assembly: “The radical 

and substantial difference between the Old and New 

Testament priesthood is seen in the priestly service the New 

Testament priests are called to exercise.  All New Testament 

priests are called to offer to God acceptable spiritual 

sacrifices.  The nature of these sacrifices?  Hebrews 13:15-

16, ‘Through Him (Christ) then let us continually offer up a 

sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that give 

thanks to His name.  And do not neglect doing good and 

sharing, for with such sacrifices God is pleased.’ The 

sacrifices required? Praise and thanksgiving.  God delights in 

the offering of a thankful heart.  As priests every member of 

the church is to make such an offering. ‘Doing good and 

sharing,’ that is, reflecting the attribute of God’s goodness in 

one’s life, the sharing with others in need the good things that 

God has blessed one with, that is a sacrifice of this new 

priesthood which is well pleasing to God. Romans 12:1, ‘I 

urge you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to 

present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to 

God, which is your spiritual service of worship.’ The giving 

of one’s body, that is, one’s life to godliness in devotion to 

God, for His glory and for the edification of His people 

including self, is an offering and a sacrifice urged upon all 
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royal priests belonging to the spiritual house of God.  As 

Romans 12:2 goes on to indicate, these priestly activities are 

not to be exercised in ‘conformity to the world,’ but in 

‘conformity to the will of God.’ For that very reason one’s 

priesthood is to be exercised within the framework of the 

limitations, distinctions, and roles that God’s Word defines 

even for corporate worship.” 

 

Even the slightest deviation from God’s 
commands has great implications and 
consequences. (Numbers 20:1-13) 

 

Numbers 20:1-13 records the sad event which resulted in 

Moses being forbidden entrance into the land of promise. The 

people demanded water.  Moses appealed to God.  God 

instructed Moses to speak to the rock.  Moses, instead of 

speaking to the rock, rebuked the people and struck the rock 

twice with his rod.  Water gushed forth for the people, but 

Moses was sternly rebuked by God and banned from entrance 

into Canaan. 

Much ado about a rock? 

Once again, the point to be emphasized here is that God 

designs His ordinances to purposefully and poignantly 

convey spiritual truths to His people. Any tampering with His 

appointed ordinances, then, distorts their application and 

therefore distorts the truth that they are purposefully 

designed to communicate.  From 1 Corinthians 10:4 we know 

that the rock in the wilderness that provided refreshment to 

Israel was a type of Christ.   

Girardeau’s comments are helpful:  “The typical teaching 

furnished by Moses… was that from one death of Christ 

under the smiting of the law the grace of the Holy Spirit 

should proceed to satisfy the thirst of the soul.  Christ was to 

be smitten unto death only once.”   

In Horeb, Moses had been commanded to strike the rock. 

Here in Kadesh, he is only commanded to “speak to the 

rock.” By striking it, not only once but twice, Moses added to 

God’s command and distorted this beautiful picture of 

Christ’s sufficient work.  It may have seemed a slight 
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deviation to Moses, but it was a great transgression in the 

eyes of God, and the cost to Moses was also great.   

We have in this account, as John Girardeau states, “an 

inexpressibly affecting instance of the sin and folly of adding 

human inventions to the ordinances of God’s appointment, of 

the dreadful results that may follow from what men may 

conceive slight departures from obedience to the commands 

of God.” 

It is often argued that the closeness of relationship to 

God which we have now in Christ gives us the right to take 

liberties with God’s worship in a way that could not be done 

before. But closeness of relationship with God is no license 

to add to or subtract from His law. None was closer to God 

than Moses. “Hear now My words: If there is a prophet 

among you, I, the LORD, make Myself known to him in a 

vision; I speak to him in a dream.  Not so with My servant 

Moses; He is faithful in all My house.  I speak with him face 

to face, Even plainly, and not in dark sayings; And he sees 

the form of the LORD” (Numbers 12:6-8). Even this man, 

who heard God’s voice and saw His form, could not presume 

to improvise in the worship of God. 

One commentator writes that it is a “modern myth that 

God is less concerned about lawlessness in general, and 

conformity to His laws for worship in particular, under the 

New Testament. (This myth is called anti-nomianism)… This 

is to misunderstand the character of God and the nature of 

His dealings with us under the gospel.  ‘True it is,’ says 

Charles Simeon, ‘that under the Gospel we have a sacrifice 

for presumptuous sins as well as others: but if the Gospel be 

the object of our contemptuous disregard, we cannot possibly 

be saved, but must perish under a most accumulated 

condemnation.’ Simeon goes on to explain why ‘Contempt 

for the Gospel is in itself more heinous than a contempt for 

the Law.’ The Law, compared with the Gospel, consisted in 

‘weak and beggarly elements.’ The gospel fully reveals the 

wisdom of God, the work of Christ and the influences of the 

Holy Spirit.” 

The priesthood of all believers, far from releasing God’s 

people from the obligation to keep His commandments and 

draw near to Him in conformity to His revealed will, actually 
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makes their neglect of God’s law more serious, for they sin 

against greater light when they bring the weak and beggarly 

elements back into the worship of God, forsaking the pure 

and spiritual worship of God in truth.   

 

Satan’s best weapon against the Church is 
the lure of compromise in worship. 
(Numbers 24:1-14; 25:1-3) 

 

In Numbers we meet Balaam, a false prophet hired by 

Balak, King of Moab, to curse Israel.  Three times God filled 

his mouth with blessing instead of a curse. Yet Balaam found 

another way to provoke God’s wrath against Israel.  

Revelation 2:14 tells us that he “taught Balak to put a 

stumbling block before the children of Israel, to eat things 

sacrificed to idols, and to commit sexual immorality.”  It is 

this stumbling block that we read about in Numbers 25:1-3: 

“Now Israel remained in Acacia Grove, and the people began 

to commit harlotry with the women of Moab. They invited 

the people to the sacrifices of their gods, and the people ate 

and bowed down to their gods.  So Israel was joined to Baal 

of Peor, and the anger of the LORD was aroused against 

Israel.” 

Satan’s best weapon against the Church is not a frontal 

assault, but a subtle infiltration.  His desire to lure the people 

of God into compromising the purity of worship is clearly 

seen in the mixing of Israel with Moab.   

The fact that the spirit of Balaam was present in the 

Church when John wrote Revelation shows us that this was 

not merely an Old Testament problem. The corruption of 

worship that results from the mixing of human invention with 

God’s appointed means is ever the cunning strategy of the 

deceiver. 
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Chapter 5 
Worship in Deuteronomy 

 

The title “Deuteronomy” refers to the second giving of 

the Law, as the commands given through Moses were 

reiterated just prior to Israel’s inheritance of the land of 

promise. In this book, the principle that God’s commands are 

not to be altered by either the additions or subtractions of 

men is twice stated in the most unambiguous terms.   

The first of these statements appears in Deut. 4:2 which 

says, “You shall not add to the word which I command you, 

nor take from it.” 

 

Nothing is to be added to or subtracted 
from God’s prescribed commandments. 
(Deuteronomy 4:1-8) 

 

“Now, O Israel, listen to the statutes and the judgments 

which I teach you to observe, that you may live, and go in 

and possess the land which the LORD God of your fathers is 

giving you. You shall not add to the word which I command 

you, nor take from it, that you may keep the commandments 

of the LORD your God which I command you. Your eyes 

have seen what the LORD did at Baal Peor; for the LORD 

your God has destroyed from among you all the men who 

followed Baal of Peor. But you who held fast to the LORD 

your God are alive today, every one of you. Surely I have 

taught you statutes and judgments, just as the LORD my God 

commanded me, that you should act according to them in the 

land which you go to possess. Therefore be careful to 

observe them; for this is your wisdom and your 

understanding in the sight of the peoples who will hear all 

these statutes, and say, 'Surely this great nation is a wise and 

understanding people.' For what great nation is there that 

has God so near to it, as the LORD our God is to us, for 

whatever reason we may call upon Him? And what great 

nation is there that has such statutes and righteous 

judgments as are in all this law which I set before you this 

day?” 
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That the Westminster divines understood this statement 

as applying to religious worship is clear from the fact that 

they list it as a proof text for the sins forbidden by the second 

commandment.  The reference to Israel’s sin at Baal Peor 

further supports this application, since the principle effect of 

their intermarriage with the pagan women of Moab was the 

corruption of the pure worship of God.  

Recently, however, some have argued that this statement 

is not absolute, but provides only a “general rule, requiring a 

life that conforms to God’s disclosed will in its entirety.” It is 

thus maintained that “God did not intend that the recipients 

of this verse (Deut. 4:2) would literally do nothing not 

mentioned” in God’s written revelation, since this would 

result in a lifestyle like that of the “Amish who eschew 

buttons for want of finding them mentioned in Scripture.”   

The intent of this line of argument is to demonstrate that 

the Regulative Principle of Worship is an extreme position 

mistakenly drawn from a more general principle, namely, that 

God forbids adding to or subtracting from the Scriptures, but 

leaves a great latitude for men’s actions in areas where the 

Scriptures are silent. The flaw in this argument lies in a 

failure to distinguish between God-given ethics and the mere 

circumstances of life.   

There are many circumstances of life about which the 

Scriptures are silent and God has allowed for man’s creative 

faculties to flourish. But in areas where God has clearly 

stated His will for man in the form of law, nothing is to be 

added or subtracted.  These areas of law are, to be sure, 

broader than the activities of worship, and yet worship is 

certainly included within the scope of the command.  Where 

God has clearly spoken, as He has regarding worship, man is 

not free to add or subtract from His Word. 

The comments of David Silversides are to the point:  “An 

objection sometimes raised to the Regulative Principle runs 

along these lines: ‘Why do we need a warrant for everything 

in worship? We do not need a warrant for everything we do 

in the normal course of our lives.’  As a friend once said to 

me, ‘We do not need a biblical warrant in order to decide 

what we shall eat for breakfast.’ That was the illustration he 
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used. Well, that is true, yet it is not altogether true.  There are 

moral principles, the Law of God ‘summarily comprehended 

in the ten commandments’, which define right and wrong in 

all our situations.  Indeed, there is no situation in which the 

Word of God has no bearing upon our conduct.  But the 

church exists as a result, not merely of creation, but of 

revelation, redemption, and regeneration.  It is therefore a 

positive institution requiring positive ordinances.  We do not 

know how to worship God as required in the first and second 

commandments unless it is specifically revealed to us by God 

Himself. 

The distinction between life as a whole and worship lies 

behind the distinction between the six days of labor and the 

Sabbath day.  Hence anti-Sabbatarians use the same 

superficial argument – ‘We are to live every day to the glory 

of God.’ Now of course we are to live every day tot he glory 

of God but six days out of seven we are to live to the glory of 

God in the home, in the kitchen, at the office, and at the 

factory, but on the Sabbath day we are to live to the glory of 

God by engaging in the specific ordinances of his worship.  

There is a distinction between glorifying God in our daily 

living and glorifying God in our conscious approach to Him 

in worship.  The denial of that distinction is destructive of the 

Sabbath and it is destructive of any biblical attempt to know 

how to worship God.” 

The application of Deuteronomy 4:2 is an argument from 

the lesser to the greater.  If this passage lays down the general 

principle that wherever God has given specific instruction for 

His people, in any area of life, they are not free to add 

anything to His explicit commands, or to take anything away 

from them, and if it is true that God has laid down specific 

instructions for His people in the area of worship, prescribing 

particular ordinances for them and commanding them to obey 

them, then the prohibition against adding to or subtracting 

from God’s commands in Deuteronomy 4:2 includes His 

specific commands for the gathered worship of His people. 
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God is a Spirit, who must be worshipped in 
spirit and in truth. (Deuteronomy 4:9-19) 

 

Further support for the view that Deuteronomy 4:2 has a 

direct bearing on worship is found in the fact that the 

remainder of the chapter specifically addresses the issue of 

idolatry. Repeatedly in this passage the Lord reminds Israel 

that when He spoke with them on Mt. Sinai they “saw no 

form” but only “heard a voice.”  The reason for this was to 

prevent them from falling into idolatry, making objects in the 

likeness of God and thus worshipping the works of their own 

hands.   

God is an invisible Spirit and His worship is to be 

spiritual.  It may be asked, then, why the Old Testament 

ceremonial system included so many visible features.  Is 

there an implicit contradiction here? The answer is that these 

visible elements of the ceremonial worship of Israel were 

designed not to picture God to the people, but to represent 

various truths which were ultimately to be fulfilled in Christ.   

The centerpiece of Israel’s worship was the ark of the 

covenant, with two angelic beings facing inward toward an 

empty mercy seat.  It was due to this peculiar feature of 

Israel’s religion that the heathen nations chided them saying, 

“Where is their God?”  How strange this must have looked to 

Israel’s pagan neighbors! They had gods of wood, stone and 

metal, but Israel’s God was an empty throne.   

The truth, of course, was that Israel worshipped the One 

authentic God, who cannot be limited by any artist’s skill, but 

who is transcendent over the universe which He created, 

displaying His wisdom, power and holiness through His 

mighty acts of providence while all of the gods of the nations 

are deaf, dumb, blind, lifeless, powerless statues.   

The visible elements of Israel’s ceremonial system, then, 

were never intended to represent God, who defies any earthly 

representation, but only to foreshadow specific aspects of His 

redemptive work, which would one day be fulfilled in history 

by Jesus Christ.  This is why, with the completion of 

Redemption in Christ, all of the visible imagery falls away, 

having served its intended purpose.  The sacrifices, altars, 
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incense, candles, trumpets, and every other physical type 

vanish into obscurity, giving way to the surpassing splendor 

of the present reality of a living Savior who is seated on the 

Throne in glory.  

What remains in New Testament worship is only the real 

and abiding presence of the invisible God, whose 

worshippers “see no form” but only “hear His voice” 

speaking to them from the Throne of Grace. This is why the 

worship of the New Testament Church is simple and 

spiritual, unencumbered by the visible shadows and symbols 

which, even in the day of their necessity, could only present 

an incomplete and partial view of the realities they depicted.   

This is the essence of what it means to worship God “in 

spirit and in truth.” 

 

All corruption of worship must be put 
away. (Deuteronomy 12:1-9) 

 

In this passage we find further instructions given through 

Moses for the purification of God’s worship in the promised 

land.  Two things are notable here, as summarized by 

Matthew Henry: “They are forbidden to keep up either their 

own corrupt usages in the wilderness or the corrupt usages of 

their predecessors in the land of Canaan.”   

The first thing the people were to do when they inherited 

the land was to demolish every remnant of idolatry that they 

found there and to destroy every place in which the 

abominable idolatry of the dispossessed heathen had been 

practiced.  This was to be done, not only for the sake of 

purging the land of that which had provoked God’s anger, but 

also to remove a stumbling block from before His own 

people.  Therefore He adds, “You shall not worship the Lord 

your God with such things!”  which would hardly have been 

necessary to add if the people were not prone to corrupt 

God’s pure worship with the importing of pagan rites and 

practices. 

Moses well understood the inclination of the human heart 

to corrupt the worship of God by adding to it the elements of 

idolatry.  It would only be a matter of time before the people 
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began to import the practices of the pagan nations around 

them into their worship.  It was all done, of course, in the 

name of “enhancing” the worship of Jehovah and 

“improving” the ceremonies that He had given to them by 

divine command. In God’s eyes, however, it was spiritual 

adultery and contemptible idolatry.   

It is because of the ever-present danger of corrupting 

God’s pure worship through a synthesis with the work of 

men’s hands that the Larger Catechism lists under the duties 

required by the second commandment, “the disapproving, 

detesting, opposing, all false worship; and, according to each 

one’s place and calling, removing it, and all monuments of 

idolatry.”   

Moses also spoke to the people saying, “You shall not at 

all do as we are doing here today -- every man doing 

whatever is right in his own eyes -- for as yet you have not 

come to the rest and the inheritance which the LORD your 

God is giving you.” Many corrupt and careless practices had 

crept in among the people in the wilderness, but these too 

must be put away when they enter His promised rest. Behind 

these corruptions which must be put away was this principle:  

Every man does whatever is right in his own eyes. 

Silversides observes, “When worship is ‘thrown open’ 

and someone at the front says, ‘We will worship as the Lord 

leads,’ what does that really mean?  Is it some kind of claim 

to infallible revelation? I sincerely hope not, because if it is, 

these people are deluded and mistaken.  There is no direct 

revelation outside of holy Scripture.  So what does it mean?  

If it means that worship is to take place according to the 

dictates of godly wisdom and prudence, then surely these 

qualities will find strongest representation in the pastors and 

elders of the flock (not to mention that wisdom and prudence 

do not spring from the mind of man). A ‘free for all’ is not 

Christian liberty.  It is tyranny of the strongest personality.  

Christian liberty is in evidence when worship is led by gifted 

and qualified men and conducted in a manner which leads the 

people of God to a right, high, and biblical view of the Lord.  

In worship, our thoughts of God need to be raised up, not 

dragged down to the lowest common denominator.” 
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God strictly regulates the worship of His 
people. (Deuteronomy 12:28-32) 

 

This passage, like Deuteronomy 4:2, contains a clear and 

unambiguous statement of the Regulative Principle.  Here, 

however, there can be no mistaking that the focus is on the 

practice of worship.   

Calvin observed, “In this brief clause he teaches that no 

other service of God is lawful, except that of which He has 

testified His approval in His word, and that obedience is as it 

were the mother of all piety; as if He had said that all modes 

of devotion are absurd and infected with superstition, which 

are not directed by this rule… By forbidding the addition or 

diminishing of anything, he plainly condemns as illegitimate 

whatever men invent of their own imagination.”   

And Matthew Henry comments “You shall not add 

thereto any inventions of your own, under pretense of making 

the ordinance either more significant or more magnificent, 

nor diminish from it, under pretense of making it more easy 

and practicable, or of setting aside that which may be spared; 

but observe to do all that, and that only, which God has 

commanded.  We may then hope in our religious worship to 

obtain the divine acceptance when we observe the divine 

appointment.  God will have his own work done in his own 

way.”   

Contrary to the contention that God’s regulation of 

worship is restrictive, this passage clearly demonstrates that 

its purpose was to set His people free from the bondage of 

superstition which had captivated the nations in the land 

before them, ultimately leading them to sacrifice their sons 

and daughters to devils. 

 

Nothing is to hinder commitment to God’s 
commands. (Deuteronomy 13:1-18) 

 

As the serpent proved in the Garden, man is easily 

deceived and led away from the safety God’s commands and 

the liberty of His laws.  The 13
th
 chapter of Deuteronomy 

addresses this weakness by instructing Israel how to respond 
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to three powerful influences which the deceiver would be 

disposed to use in drawing them into idolatry in its many 

forms.  First, they are told how to deal with false prophets 

(verses 1-5), lest they should be captivated by signs and 

wonders and lured into error.  Second, they are instructed 

how to deal with their closest relatives (verses 6-11), since 

the strength of family allegiance often overpowers fidelity to 

God. Third, they are told how they should respond to a 

neighboring city given over to idolatry (verses 12-18), so that 

patriotism or national pride would not lead them away from 

the path of truth.   

Though the application of the death penalty strikes the 

modern Christian as extreme, each of these cases has its 

parallel today. Consider first, the pressure to follow self-

professed prophets and charismatic (not only in the spiritual 

sense of the word) pastors who dazzle the eyes of the people 

with all sorts of inducements to worship God in ways that He 

has never prescribed. And what of the inducements of close 

family members to false worship? The pressure to 

compromise worship in principle for the sake of not giving 

offense to parents, brothers, sisters or close friends remains a 

powerful stumbling block for many contemporary Christians. 

Finally, the pressure to cling to group loyalties, whether 

ethnic or ecclesiastical, and follow them in the practice of 

man-centered worship continues to lead many astray. 

God’s instruction to His people through Moses imposed 

the most severe punishment upon the source of stumbling, 

from which we should learn the importance of placing zeal 

for the purity of God’s worship above every competing 

influence and loyalty.  
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Chapter 6 
Worship in Joshua 

 

The book of Joshua records the events surrounding 

Israel’s inheritance of the land of promise.  The whole book 

is, in this sense, typical of the gospel.  The name “Joshua” is 

the same as “Jesus” and means “the Lord saves.”  Just as 

Joshua led Israel into their inheritance, so Jesus leads us into 

God’s promised redemption.  

We might expect, then, in light of the change from Moses 

to Joshua, that the worship of God’s people would change as 

well, for there are many who claim that new stages of 

redemptive history bring with them new expressions or forms 

of worship.  Yet this is not the case.  In fact, the book of 

Joshua only confirms once more that God’s sovereignty over 

worship remains constant from age to age, notwithstanding 

the differences in the circumstances of His people.  The book 

of Joshua repeatedly affirms that God gave commands to 

Moses, who passed them on to Joshua, who passed them on 

to Israel.   

One command of particular importance in our 

consideration of worship is cited as the basis of Joshua’s 

construction of an altar after the deliverance of Ai into the 

hand of Israel. 

 

God’s blessing is found not through human 
inventiveness but through His word alone.  
(Joshua 8:30-35) 

 

In verse 31 we are told that Joshua built this altar “as it is 

written in the Book of the Law of Moses: ‘an altar of whole 

stones over which no man has wielded an iron tool.’”  We 

noted previously that this law, found in Exodus 20:25, taught 

the people that their approach to God was not to be defiled by 

the work of their own hands.  As Matthew Henry notes: “The 

altar they built was of rough unhewn stone, according to the 

law, for that which is most plain and natural, and least artful 

and affected, in the worship of God, he is best pleased with. 

Man’s device can add no beauty to God’s institutions.” 
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The abiding principle is that man is not to seek to 

“enhance” his approach to God by adding touches of his own 

to the Lord’s perfect provision. This is made clear by the 

close connection between the original statement of this 

command with the warning against idolatry (see. Exodus 

20:23-25). Once again, we find God warning His people that 

the imposition of their own ingenuity in worship will 

ultimately lead them to worship the work of their own hands. 

God’s solution to this problem of man’s tendency to slide 

by degrees into the worship of idols is to set a hedge around 

them in the form of His clearly revealed will.  It is by 

conforming obediently to God’s commandments that His 

people are liberated from the bondage of their own will. The 

altar built by Joshua became the site of a solemn ceremony of 

covenant renewal at which the law of Moses was read to the 

people, and they heard its curses and blessings.  We are told 

that “there was not a word of all that Moses had commanded 

which Joshua did not read before all the assembly of Israel, 

with the women, the little ones, and the strangers who were 

living among them.”   

God’s people find His blessing, as with Joshua so with 

Jesus, not through their own inventiveness, but through 

obeying every word of His commands. The remaining points 

relevant to our discussion of God’s principles for worship 

will be gathered from chapter 22 of Joshua. 

 

God’s people must zealously guard and 
promote the purity of worship. (Joshua 
22:1-12) 

 

The historical account in Joshua 22 centers around the 

Reubenites, the Gadites, and the half-tribe of Manasseh, who 

had asked for and been granted an inheritance on the other 

side of the Jordan where the ground was ideal for their 

livestock.  This exception had been granted on the condition 

that these tribes first cross over the Jordan river and go 

before their brothers in battle until all had come into their 

inheritance.  The condition now being fulfilled, the two and a 

half tribes are dismissed with the blessing of God and the 
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people to return to their families in the land that was given to 

them.   

Just before crossing the Jordan, we are told, the men of 

these tribes constructed an “impressive altar” on Israel’s side 

of the river. When news of this reached the ten tribes, they 

immediately prepared for war. The explanation for this 

strong reaction was that, by all appearances, the Reubenites, 

Gadites and the half-tribe of Manasseh had forsaken the 

commands of God and constructed an altar for worship 

besides the one altar that had been appointed for this service 

in the tabernacle.  It is important to note that even if this altar 

had been built for the offering of sacrifices to the True God 

of Israel, its construction did not have divine warrant, and 

was therefore seen as an act of defiant idolatry.   

Although the purity of the Church is no longer enforced 

by military action, the strong opposition of the ten tribes 

against these brethren shows us how zealous we should be 

for the preservation of pure worship against every 

encroachment of man-made ordinances.  Thus Calvin writes 

that here “we have an illustrious display of piety, teaching us 

that if we see the pure worship of God corrupted, we must be 

strenuous, to the utmost of our ability, in vindicating it.  The 

sword, indeed, has not been committed to the hands of all; 

but every one must, according to his call and office, study 

manfully and firmly to maintain the purity of religion against 

all corruptions.” 

 

False worship is considered treachery 
against the Lord. (Joshua 22:13-16) 

 

When it was determined that decisive action must be 

taken against the Reubenites, Gadites and the half-tribe of 

Manasseh we are told that Phinehas, the son of Eleazar, was 

appointed to lead the mission.  There can be little doubt that 

he was selected because of the way that he had previously 

proven himself to be zealous in the defense of God’s honor 

(see Num. 25:1-13).  This highlights the fact that the 

transgression of these two and a half tribes, even if not an act 
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of outright idolatry, was viewed as no less offensive to God 

or insulting to the honor of His name.   

It is common to view outright idolatry (the worship of 

false gods) as more offensive than corrupting the worship of 

the True God, and yet the Scriptures make no such fine 

distinction.  Offenses against the first commandment are no 

less serious than offenses against the second. The unanimous 

consensus of all Reformed Confessions is that the second 

commandment condemns all worship not authorized by God 

as idolatry. 

Since we have previously seen the clear statements in the 

Westminster Standards regarding this truth, let me quote 

from the declarations of the Dutch and Swiss Confessions on 

the second commandment: 

 

The Heidelberg Catechism (1563): 

Q. 96: What doth God require in the second 

commandment? 

A: That we in no wise represent God by images, nor 

worship Him in any other way than He has commanded in 

His Word. 

 

The Second Helvetic Confession (1566): 

V. Of the Adoration, Worship, and Invocation of God 

Through the Only Mediator Jesus Christ 

2. But we teach that God is to be adored and worshiped, 

as Himself has taught us to worship Him – to wit, ‘in spirit 

and in truth;’ not with any superstition, but with sincerity, 

according to His Word, lest at any time He say unto us, ‘Who 

hath required this at your hand?’ (Isa. 1:12; Jer. 6:20). For 

Paul also says, ‘Neither is God worshipped with men’s 

hands, as though He needed anything,’ (Acts 17:25). 

 

Henry Beets, who was a minister in the Christian 

Reformed Church in 1915 wrote: “The difference between 

this second command and the first is briefly this: while the 

first one forbids idolatry and polytheism, the second one lays 

down the REGULATIVE PRINCIPLE OF WORSHIP: we 

may serve God only in the way he has commanded us.  It is 

opposed to all self chosen methods of serving our God.  The 
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Heidelberg catechism informs us that what God requires in 

the Second Commandment is ‘that we in no wise represent 

God by images, NOR WORSHIP HIM IN ANY OTHER 

WAY THAN HE HAS COMMANDED IN HIS WORD.’ 

This answer brings out the Calvinistic or Puritan view 

enunciated by Calvin, Knox, and other Reformers… It may 

be added that this rigorous view keeps us from all sorts of 

innovations in our worship, with all the deplorable results, as 

seen in the history of other churches.” 

Zacharias Ursinus, co-author of the Heidelberg 

Catechism, wrote: “The first commandment forbids one form 

of idolatry, as when another God is worshipped; the second 

commandment forbids another species of idolatry, as when 

the true God is worshipped differently from what He ought to 

be.  [To which some may] Reply. ‘But still there is always 

idolatry, and another God is worshipped. [But we] Answer. 

There is, indeed, always an idol; but not always in the 

intention and profession of men.  Hence, those who sin 

against the second commandment, sin also against the first; 

because, those who worship God otherwise that he will be 

worshipped, imagine another God, one differently affected 

from what the true God is; and in this way they do not 

worship God, but a figment of their own brain, which they 

persuade themselves is affected in this manner… There are 

some who object to what we have here said, and affirm in 

support of will-worship, that those passages which we have 

cited as condemning it, speak only in reference to the 

ceremonies instituted by Moses, and of the unlawful 

commandments of men, such as constitute no part of the 

worship of God; and not of those precepts which have been 

sanctioned by the church and bishops, and which command 

nothing contrary to the word of God.  But that this argument 

is false, may be proven by certain declarations connected 

with those passages of Scripture to which we have referred, 

which likewise reject those human laws, which, upon their 

own authority, prescribe anything in reference to divine 

worship which God has not commanded, although the thing 

itself is neither sinful nor forbidden by God.” 

To worship God according to man’s will is, as we have 

repeatedly seen, considered an act of idolatry in itself, since 



Worship: From Genesis to Revelation 

 60 

it elevates the creature to the place of the Creator and 

involves man in praising the work of his own hands. This, as 

it turns out, is precisely the charge that was brought against 

Reuben, Gad and Manasseh by the representative heads of 

the whole congregation of the Lord: “What treachery is this 

that you have committed against the God of Israel, to turn 

away this day from following the LORD, in that you have 

built for yourselves an altar, that you might rebel this day 

against the LORD?”   

It should be carefully noted that the mere construction of 

a sacrificial altar besides the one which God had commanded 

Moses to build in the tabernacle is here called “treachery” 

and “rebellion” against the Lord.  They are charged with 

being men who “turn away from following the Lord,” like 

soldiers deserting their commander. More than this, they are 

styled not only deserters but rebels, who have actively taken 

up the cause of the enemy.   

Thus we see that those who turn away from God’s 

commands to pursue the inventions of their own hands, 

whatever their pretended piety, become deserters of their 

brethren and traitors against their King. 

  

False worship brings consequences on the 
whole Church. (Joshua 22:17-20) 

 

In making their case against the two and a half tribes, the 

leaders of Israel cite two examples of recent judgment.  The 

first is the iniquity of Baal Peor, in which the people had 

been seduced by the women of Moab to corrupt the worship 

of God and to commit sexual immorality.  The result was a 

plague which effected the whole congregation. From the 

mention of this example it is clear that the building of an 

unauthorized altar was considered an act of idolatry which 

would bring down judgment upon the whole Church.   

The second example is the sin of Achan, who took for 

himself some of the spoils of battle which were dedicated to 

the Lord.  The elders summarize the consequences of his 

actions saying, “wrath fell on all the congregation of Israel… 

And that man did not perish alone in his iniquity.”  In citing 
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this example, Calvin says, “They reason from the less to the 

greater.  If the anger of God burnt against many for the 

clandestine misdeed of one man, much less would he allow 

the people to escape if they connived at manifest idolatry.”   

As for the reason that God should judge many for the act 

of one man, Calvin suggests, “He wished by an extraordinary 

manifestation to remind posterity that they might all be 

criminated by the act of an individual, and thus induce them 

to give more diligent heed to the prevention of crimes.”  The 

Church is a body, and thus any corruption found in it must 

effect the whole.  Therefore we are to take great care in 

watching against any bit of leaven which may infect the 

whole lump. 

 

The Church is kept pure by the abiding 
presence of the Lord. (Joshua 22:21-35) 

 

As it turned out, the two and a half tribes had not erected 

their altar at all for the purpose of offering sacrifice contrary 

to the commands of God.  The altar was to serve only as a 

witness and a reminder of their unity with the ten tribes and 

their share in the worship of the true altar in Shiloh.  The 

explanation they gave satisfied their brethren and a potential 

disaster was averted. The response of Phinehas emphasizes 

the dependence of God’s people upon His grace in the 

preservation of true worship. “Then Phinehas the son of 

Eleazar the priest said to the children of Reuben, the children 

of Gad, and the children of Manasseh, ‘This day we perceive 

that the LORD is among us, because you have not committed 

this treachery against the LORD. Now you have delivered the 

children of Israel out of the hand of the LORD’” (Verse 31). 

Calvin writes, “This is to be carefully observed; for we 

are able to infer from it that we never revolt from God, or fall 

off to impiety unless he abandon us, and give us up when 

thus abandoned to a reprobate mind. All idolatry, therefore, 

shows that God has previously been alienated, and is about to 

punish us by inflicting judicial blindness.  Meanwhile, we 

must hold that we persevere in piety only in so far as God is 
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present to sustain us by his hand, and confirm us in 

perseverance by the agency of his Spirit.”   

We are thus directed to look constantly to God and His 

Word to preserve us from falling into will-worship. 
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Chapter 7 
Worship in Judges 

 

The startling moral and religious declension of Israel 

during the days of the Judges shows us the root causes, as 

well as the fearful effects, of compromise in the worship of 

God.    

 

The danger of being more tolerant than 
God. (Judges 1:1-36)  

 

The book of Judges presents a sad story of compromise, 

leading ultimately to national apostasy in Israel.  Under the 

leadership of Joshua, the tribes of Israel were commanded to 

go up and possess the land that God had promised to give to 

them and their descendants. The Canaanite peoples then 

dwelling in the land had been judged by God for their 

abominations, and were therefore to be completely destroyed 

by the armies of Israel.   

As Judges opens the tribes of Israel appear to make a 

good beginning, but it is not long before we start to read of 

the failure of one tribe after another to drive out certain 

inhabitants in certain places.  Matthew Henry observes: 

 

“Upon the whole matter it appears that the people of 

Israel were generally very careless both of their duty and 

interest in this thing; they did not what they might have 

done to expel the Canaanites and make room for 

themselves. And, (1) It was owing to their slothfulness and 

cowardice.  They would not be at pains to complete their 

conquests; like the sluggard, that dreamed of a lion in the 

way, a lion in the streets, they fancied insuperable 

difficulties, and frightened themselves with winds and 

clouds from sowing and reaping; (2) It was owing to their 

covetousness; the Canaanites’ labor and money would do 

them more good (they thought) than their blood, and 

therefore they were willing to let them live among them; 

(3) They had not that dread and detestation of idolatry 

which they ought to have had; they thought it a pity to put 



Worship: From Genesis to Revelation 

 64 

these Canaanites to the sword, though the measure of their 

iniquity was full, thought it would be no harm to let them 

live among them, and that they should be in no danger 

from them; (4) The same thing that kept their fathers forty 

years out of Canaan kept them now out of the full 

possession of it, and that was unbelief.  Distrust of the 

power and promise of God lost them their advantages, and 

ran them into a thousand mischiefs.”  

 

The result of this failure to fully drive out the Canaanites 

from the land was to be a gradual but steady decline into 

idolatrous worship, bringing the judgments of God upon the 

people.  We ought therefore to learn from this history that 

those who presume to be more tolerant than God in dealing 

with idolatry only set stumbling blocks before their own eyes 

which will eventually corrupt them. 

 

God’s purposes in testing His people.  

(Judges 2:1 – 3:7) 
 

Responding immediately to the failure of the tribes to 

drive out the Canaanites from the land, the Angel of the Lord 

brought a message of rebuke to the people of Israel.  This 

Angel came up from Gilgal (which means, “a wheel, rolling”) 

to Bochim (which means “weeping”).  The people were to 

proceed from Gilgal, the site of the first Israelite camp west 

of the Jordan, and roll over the enemies of God.  Instead, 

their failure brought them to the place of weeping under the 

divine rebuke. How often do we find the Church side-tracked 

from her appointed mission of conquest by her own fear and 

cowardice, and reduced to weeping because of her failure to 

“tear down the altars” of the heathen.   

In judgment, the Angel of the Lord pronounced that the 

remaining Canaanites “shall be thorns in your side, and their 

gods shall be a snare to you.”  Still, in God’s overruling 

providence, three particular purposes can be observed in 

these events.  The first comes by way of a negative example.   

We are told that “when all that generation had been 

gathered to their fathers, another generation arose after them 
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who did not know the LORD nor the work which He had 

done for Israel. Then the children of Israel did evil in the 

sight of the LORD, and served the Baals.”  How tragic that in 

the space of a generation the people of God could forsake 

Him for Baal.  And yet this teaches us how urgent it is for 

parents to teach their children about the true worship of God.   

Second, we are told clearly that God left certain nations 

among them “so that the generations of the children of Israel 

might be taught to know war, at least those who had not 

formerly known it.” When God leaves the remnants of 

idolatry among us, it is so that we will learn to fight against 

the evils of corruption.   

Third, it is added, “and they were left, that He might test 

Israel by them, to know whether they would obey the 

commandments of the LORD, which He had commanded 

their fathers by the hand of Moses.” God tests His people, 

whether they will be content with simple obedience or 

whether they will depart from His commandments and follow 

their own course.  

 

The need for discernment regarding the 
elements of worship. (Judges 5:1-31) 

 

The bulk of Judges, from chapters 3-16, records the 

history of tribes under God’s judgments.  In each case we 

find these common features: (1) The people commit evil, (2) 

God gives them over to the power of an enemy, (3) They cry 

out to God in their distress, (4) God raises up a deliverer for 

them, and (5) Soon after the deliverer dies, the people return 

to evil.   

One of the particular cases recorded in Judges centers 

around a deliverer by the name of Deborah.  In the days in 

which she judged Israel, a man named Barak was a leader in 

the tribe of Naphtali.  Yet through cowardice he had failed to 

obey God’s command to gather troops and conquer the 

Canaanite general Sisera.   

God used Deborah to stir up Barak to action, but because 

of his fearful hesitance, she declared, “there will be no glory 

for you in the journey you are taking, for the LORD will sell 
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Sisera into the hand of a woman.” That woman was Jael, who 

would kill the fleeing Sisera in her tent by driving a peg 

through his temple.  Chapter five of Judges records a song 

which we are told that Deborah and Barak sang on that day.   

It is necessary to consider this song and its place in 

redemptive history, because some hold it up as an example 

that it is proper and necessary for God’s people to compose 

songs and use them in corporate worship, contrary to the 

practice of singing the Psalms only.  In answer to this 

argument several things should be noted:  

First, whatever else might me asserted, it should be clear 

that this song does not justify the use of uninspired hymns, 

since it is itself an inspired portion of Scripture. Second, it is 

not valid to cite this song as an example of ordinary 

congregational singing since it was not sung by the people 

corporately, but only by Deborah and Barak. Third, the 

context makes it plain that Deborah’s song was not composed 

for the corporate worship of the Church at all, but as a 

celebration of a specific national deliverance. Fourth, even if 

the prior observations were not true, the so-called “Song of 

Deborah” was written and sung prior to the revelation of 

God’s specific commands for the content of singing in the 

Temple, and therefore cannot be used as a basis for the 

normative practice of the Church after clearer and more 

particular directions were given by God. Fifth, it is 

interesting to note that Deborah’s Song, while it was a 

moving celebration of God’s power in and glory in delivering 

His people, did not find a place in the Psalter at a later date, 

while certain other historical songs were specifically added 

to the book of Psalms.    

From all of this we are shown that we must exercise 

careful discernment in order to understand the commands and 

examples of Scripture as they regulate the worship of the 

Church. Concerning the biblical basis of the regulative 

principle, William Cunningham writes: “with regard to the 

Scriptural evidences of the truth of the principle, we do not 

allege that it is very distinct, explicit, and overwhelming.  It 

is not of a kind likely to satisfy the coarse, material, 

literalists, who can see nothing in the Bible but what is 

asserted in express terms.  But it is… amply sufficient to 
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convince those who, without any prejudice against it, are 

ready to submit their minds to the fair impression of what 

Scripture seems to have intended to teach.  The general 

principle of the unlawfulness of introducing into the 

government and worship of the Church anything which 

cannot be shown to have positive Scriptural sanction can…be 

deduced from the word of God by good and necessary 

consequence.” 

 

The slippery slope from false worship to 
idolatry. (Judges 17:1-13) 

 

The arrangement of the book of Judges is not strictly 

chronological.  Beginning here in chapter 17, the author 

regresses to an earlier time in order to show how the slide of 

Israel into idolatry developed.  Matthew Henry writes that 

this account shows us “Micah and his mother agreeing to turn 

their money into a god, and set up idolatry in their family; 

and this seems to have been the first instance of the revolt of 

any Israelite from God and His instituted worship after the 

death of Joshua and the elders that out-lived him… And 

though this was only the worship of the true God by an 

image, against the second commandment, yet this opened the 

door to the worship of other gods, Baalim and the groves, 

against the first and great commandment.”   

We are thus urged to see how easily the turning aside 

from God’s instituted worship leads to the practice of 

outright idolatry.  Many quickly discount a “slippery slope” 

argument as being inadmissible in a discussion of worship. 

Several considerations, however, indicate that it is a 

necessary and appropriate matter to take into account.  

First, the Old Testament history, given by divine 

inspiration, amply demonstrates that a little compromise in 

worship leads to greater and greater transgressions, and 

ultimately to idolatry. Second, the slippery slope argument is 

laid down in Scripture itself:  “Do you not know that a little 

leaven leavens the whole lump?” Third, post-apostolic 

history affords ample testimony to the gradual decline from 

compromise to outright idolatry. 
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This is why the Scriptures often condemn all false 

worship as the worship of idols.   Zacharias Ursinus, co-

author of the Heidelberg Catechism, beautifully summarized 

the connection in three points: 

 

(1) Because to imagine a different worship of God from 

that which he has prescribed, is to imagine another will of 

God, and so another God.  And those who do this, as Aaron 

and Jereboam formerly did, are no less guilty of idolatry, 

than those who professedly worship another god;  

 

(2) Because, by such a mingling of the true worship of 

God with that which is false, the true God is confounded with 

idols, which are honored in the forms of worship invented by 

men; and  

 

(3) Because whatever is not of faith is sin.  

 

Micah’s actions throughout this chapter illustrate the 

slippery slope that leads from will-worship to outright 

idolatry.  Let us learn to watch against all false worship. 

 

How the leaven of idolatry spreads. 
(Judges 18:1-31) 

 

Summarizing the content of Judges 18, Matthew Henry 

writes, “How idolatry crept into the family of Micah we read 

in the preceding chapter, how it was translated thence into 

the tribe of Dan we have an account of in this chapter, and 

how it gained a settlement in a city of note; for how great a 

matter does a little fire kindle!… These images continued till 

Samuel’s time… and it is probable that in his time effectual 

care was taken to suppress and abolish this idolatry.  See how 

dangerous it is to admit an infection, for spiritual distempers 

are not so soon cured as caught.”   

The leaders of Dan ought to have rebuked Micah for so 

grossly corrupting the worship of God, but instead they 

coveted his false worship for themselves.  Deuteronomy 13 

warned of the dangers of allowing false prophets, family 
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loyalties, or national pride to corrupt the true worship of 

God, and yet here we find all three.  Let us learn to beware 

the feverish blindness of false worship. 
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Chapter 8 

Worship in Ruth 
 

The book of Ruth records the account of a particular 

family during the days of the judges.  In God’s providence, 

the line from which Christ descended passes through this 

particular family and includes both Rahab the Canaanite, and 

Ruth the Moabite.  This fact alone is a wondrous anticipation 

of the uniting of Jews and Gentiles in the Messiah. The book, 

however, is not merely intended to record this genealogical 

fact.   

The details given about the lives of these Old Testament 

saints have much to teach us regarding the heart and life of a 

true worshipper of God, even during a time of general 

declension among the people of Israel. In his essay, Christian 

Liberty and Worship, David Lachman writes:  

 

“It is undoubtedly true that God is pleased – and 

indeed only pleased – by worship which is heartfelt and 

sincere.  Those who honor God with their lips while their 

hearts are far from Him are hypocrites and are in no way 

pleasing to Him.  Nothing in Scripture even so much as 

hints that God is pleased by a formal worship, however 

correct the form, in which the heart of the worshipper is 

not fully involved.  If we have not listened to His words 

and have rejected His law, even the incense and sacrifices 

He has prescribed are not pleasing to God.  If we do not 

show compassion, do justice and love mercy and if we live 

lives which demonstrate that our hearts are far from Him, 

no amount of formal obedience will be pleasing to Him.  

Our worship must reflect the true state of our hearts and 

lives if it is to please God.” 

 

This is the value of the book of Ruth for our study of 

worship.  In this beautiful historical account we find 

revealed, both by positive example and negative contrast, a 

picture of the heart of a true worshipper. 
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A true worshipper does not lightly forsake 
God’s ordinances. (Ruth 1:1-5) 

 

The book opens in a time of famine during the days when 

the judges ruled. Elimelech, from Bethlehem in Judah, 

decides to leave the land of his inheritance and sojourn 

among the Moabites until the famine has ceased.  It should be 

noted that the names of the characters in the book of Ruth are 

quite appropriate to their circumstances and seem almost to 

have been providentially ordered to support the themes of the 

account. Aside from the genealogy at the end of the book, 

there are only seven names introduced to us as main 

characters in the narrative, yet each of them is pregnant with 

meaning. 

 

Elimelech = “my God is king” 

Naomi = “my delight” 

Mahlon = “sick” 

Chilion = “pining” 

Ruth = “friendship” 

Orpah = “gazelle” 

Boaz = “fleetness” 

 

It is to Elimelech’s credit that he took care to provide for 

his family during a time of want, but his departure from the 

land of promise is difficult to justify.  Matthew Henry points 

out that “It is an evidence of a discontented, distrustful, 

unstable spirit, to be weary of the place in which God hath 

set us, and to be for leaving it immediately whenever we 

meet with any uneasiness or inconvenience in it.” What made 

the case of Elimelech worse was that he purposely departed 

from the land in which God had set His name and established 

His worship.  It appears to have been more important to him 

to provide for the physical needs of his family than to provide 

for their souls. Thus, Matthew Henry adds, “if he had had 

that zeal of God and His worship, and that affection for his 

brethren which became an Israelite, he would not have 

persuaded himself so easily to go and sojourn among the 

Moabites.”   
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Though the worship of God is no longer tied to a 

particular geographical place, as it was then, there is an 

important principle to be discerned here.  Many are prone to 

forsake the true ordinances of God because they perceive that 

their way is difficult and they imagine that it will be better 

for them and their loved ones if they remove to another place, 

even if there is no true worship to be found there.  The pure 

worship of God should always be the first priority of God’s 

people. If this is forsaken, it is unlikely that they will find any 

lesser blessings regardless of where they go.   

Elimelech and his family did not fare well in Moab.  

Both he and his two sons met with untimely deaths.  Let us 

learn to put God and His worship first in our lives, and trust 

Him to provide for every other need.  

 

A true worshipper forsakes self.  

(Ruth 1:6-22) 

 

Not long after the death of her two sons, Naomi 

determined to return to the land of Israel, having heard that 

God had sent relief from the famine.  She did not consider 

Moab her home, but was drawn back to the place in which 

the sanctuary of God was found.  Her two daughters-in-law, 

Ruth and Orpah, purposed to accompany her, both apparently 

intending to live with her in Israel.  Naomi, however, sought 

to dissuade them from coming, by pointing out the sacrifices 

they would be making and the benefits they would be leaving 

behind.  Her intent, like that of Joshua in speaking with the 

children of Israel, was evidently to ensure that if they chose 

to adhere to the God of Israel, it was with a full 

understanding of the cost involved.   

Orpah, whose name means “gazelle” was swift to fly 

back to her people and their gods.  She loved Naomi, but she 

loved the idea of personal comfort better. But Ruth could not 

be dissuaded. Her words of commitment provide a pattern of 

the sincere conversion of a true worshipper of God.  Though 

it meant moving to a strange land, among unknown people, 

with an uncertain future, and leaving behind all that she had 
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ever cherished, Ruth was determined to make Naomi’s 

people her people, and Naomi’s God her God.   

What stands out in the account of Ruth’s conversion is 

the total absence of self-seeking motivation. One reason it 

stands out is that it is so contrary to the spirit of modern 

evangelicalism, which promises health, wealth, peace and 

happiness to would-be converts, who are then taught and 

expected to seek self-fulfillment in worship. C.S. Lewis, in 

his book Surprised by Joy, writes of a realization that dawned 

upon him during the progress of his conversion.  That 

realization was that “It is more important that heaven should 

exist than that any of us should ever go there.” The true 

worshipper is not one who seeks God in order to be gratified, 

but the one who seeks only that God should be glorified.  

 

A true worshipper has an upright heart 
and life. (Ruth 2:1-23) 

 

The providential meeting of Ruth and Boaz, which is 

related in the second chapter, is a rich and beautiful 

testimony to the inward grace without which even the most 

particular attention to biblical form in worship is worthless. 

God plainly declares that “obedience is better than sacrifice,” 

to show us that while He is zealous for His appointed 

ordinances, He is even more interested in the heart behind 

them.  

A dead heart can go through the motions of outward 

conformity to prescribed ceremonies, but the life of a true 

worshipper is a continual sacrifice of praise in the form of 

godly thought, life, and conversation.  Ruth and Boaz are 

exemplary models of this truth. Their lives are conformed to 

the righteousness of God, as reflected in His commandments 

because they are true worshippers whose hearts belong to 

Him.   

It is interesting to reflect on the fact that conformity to 

every one of the ten commandments can be explicitly seen in 

the lives of Ruth and Boaz.  Ruth purposed to worship the 

One True God (first commandment) and to leave behind her 

idols (second commandment), binding herself to Him by a 
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solemn oath in His name (third commandment).  In Israel, she 

set herself upon industrious labor (fourth commandment) for 

the honor and support of her mother-in-law (fifth 

commandment). Boaz saw to it that the needs of the poor 

were met (sixth commandment) and took great care to protect 

the honor and reputation of Ruth (seventh commandment). 

Both Boaz and Ruth gained their sustenance by the work of 

their hands, claiming nothing that was not earned (eighth 

commandment) and both gave upright and truthful testimony 

both privately and publicly(ninth commandment). Neither 

were given to covetousness – whether Boaz of another man’s 

lawful wife, or Ruth of the wealth and ease of others 

compared to herself (tenth commandment).  

The righteousness of Christ, who alone is able to live in 

conformity to the whole law of God, is seen in the life of 

every true worshipper.   

  

A true worshipper looks to Christ for 
redemption. (Ruth 3:1-18) 

 

In the third chapter of Ruth we discover the Lord’s 

gracious provision through Boaz, who was a kinsman-

redeemer. This office, instituted by the law of God, was 

given to ensure family inheritance and the birth of heirs when 

a man died without children and left his wife a widow.  It 

was the duty and prerogative of the closest male relative to 

marry the widow and produce and heir by her. Based upon 

her knowledge of this law, Naomi proposed to Ruth a plan to 

make herself and her intentions known to Boaz.   

Approaching him as he lay sleeping after celebrating the 

harvest, Ruth lay at the feet of Boaz until he awoke to ask 

who she was. Only then did Ruth humbly make known her 

request, saying, “spread thy skirt over thine handmaid; for 

thou art a near kinsman.” Matthew Henry notes, “Thus must 

we by faith apply ourselves to Jesus Christ as our next 

kinsman, that is able to redeem us, come under his wings, as 

we are invited, and beg of Him to spread his skirt over us.”   

The purpose of Ruth’s entreaty was, according to Naomi, 

that she might find “rest” (verse 1).  This is the essence of 
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true worship, to approach Christ by faith with all due 

humility of heart, laying down at His feet and seeking His 

grace.  As we bow before His Word, confessing that we have 

nothing to stand upon but His covenant love and promise, He 

spreads His cloak over us and restores our lost inheritance.   

Ruth approached Boaz in quietness and meekness, 

waiting upon his word, and thus ought we to draw near to 

Christ in order to find rest and provision. In worship, as in 

every other sphere of life, the meekness of submission to 

Christ our kinsman-redeemer is demonstrated by a total 

surrender to His will. Thus, the comments of William Young 

are helpful:  “The basic conception of Calvinism, God’s 

absolute sovereignty, excludes worship of human devising.  

In anthropocentric systems of doctrine like Lutheranism, or 

Arminianism, the human will may be allowed to define the 

content of worship at least in part, even as it contributes in 

part to man’s salvation.  But in the theocentric system of 

Calvinism, the autonomy of man’s will is rejected in the face 

of God’s absolute sovereignty… Man’s will may contribute 

nothing more to God’s worship than to God’s plan of 

salvation, and it is no accident that will-worship and 

rejection of the doctrine of salvation by grace alone flourish 

together.” 

 

A true worshipper is blessed of the Lord.  

(Ruth 4:1-22) 

 

The story of Ruth concludes with the establishment of 

her marriage in the presence of the elders of Israel. The 

nearer kinsman declined to redeem the inheritance of 

Elimelech when he learned that marriage to Ruth was a part 

of the contract.  He seems to have been zealous for the 

increase of his property, but not zealous for the relieving of a 

poor widow, which is the heart of pure and undefiled religion 

(James 1:27).  Thus Matthew Henry says, “This makes many 

shy of the great redemption: they are not willing to espouse 

religion.  They have heard well of it, and have nothing to say 

against it; [yet] they are willing to part with it, and cannot be 
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bound to it, for fear of marring their own inheritance in this 

world.” 

How comfortable it would be to make a profession of 

religion while maintaining, at the same time, a certain level 

of control over ourselves and our activities – to surrender to 

God just enough to secure salvation, but still determining for 

ourselves when and how we will serve and worship Him.  

This is, of course, a detestable perspective, and yet it is just 

this perspective that is expressed by those who wish to accept 

the benefits of redemption yet who refuse to submit to the 

will of God in obedience to His ordinances.  

Since the nearer kinsman to whom Boaz appealed was 

jealous for his own name above any other, God justly keeps 

his name from being published in the sacred record.  But 

those who set the Lord and His glory before them – who love 

Him with all their soul and love their neighbor as themselves 

– are filled with blessing to overflowing.   

Chief among the blessings received by Ruth and Boaz is 

the fact that they were sovereignly included in the direct 

lineage of the Messiah.  Jesus declares, “whoever does the 

will of My Father in heaven is My brother and sister and 

mother” (Matt. 12:50). 
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Chapter 9 
Worship in 1 Samuel 

 

In the first book of Samuel we find further confirmation 

of the truth that the worship of God’s people is to be 

conducted according to His revealed will.  Even prophets, 

priests, and kings are not exempt from this rule. The period 

of the judges was summarized as a time when “there was no 

king in Israel, and every man did what was right in his own 

eyes.” The abandonment of God’s commandments in the 

days of the judges resulted in social anarchy and religious 

apostasy.  When man determines for himself what is right, 

both tables of the law are forsaken and shattered. 

 

True worship is according to God’s heart 
and mind. (1 Samuel 2:12-36) 

 

 The birth of Samuel came during the priestly 

administration of Eli. Although Eli is represented as a 

basically faithful priest, his two sons, Hophni and Phinehas, 

were utterly corrupt.  Discontented with the portion provided 

for them by the law, they profaned the offerings of the Lord, 

seizing for themselves what rightfully belonged to God, and 

they also committed fornication with the women who came 

to the tabernacle. Their wickedness provoked the anger of the 

Lord, for, as Matthew Henry observes, “Nothing is more 

provoking to God than the profanation of sacred things, and 

men serving their lusts with the offerings of the Lord.”   

In the popular terms of contemporary evangelicalism, 

you might say that Hophni and Phinehas were deeply 

concerned about what they were going to get out of the 

service. In addition, the sins of these degenerate “sons of 

Belial” caused the people to abhor the service of God. It is 

interesting to note that Eli’s sons are called in verse 12 of 

chapter 2 “sons of Belial,” just as Elymas the sorcerer is 

called by Paul a “son of the devil.”  

When the worship of God is corrupted into the 

gratification of the flesh by those appointed to lead, the 

people soon grow weary of supporting a sham. Self-pleasing 
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in worship produces an attitude of general contempt among 

the people of God for His holy ordinances.  The more 

obvious and pronounced such self-pleasing becomes, the 

more disenchanted the people become with the Church. 

Surely, this has born itself out in our own time, when more 

and more people are expressing contempt for the Church and 

its worship because the main emphasis in many churches is 

more and more decidedly becoming the fulfillment of 

personal desires and the entertainment of the people.  

Eventually, God sent a prophet to condemn Hophni and 

Phinehas, and the whole house of Eli. This prophet rebuked 

Eli for “kicking at God’s sacrifice” and through him God 

promised, “I will raise up for Myself a faithful priest who 

shall do according to what is in My heart and in My mind.”  

This is a very significant statement.  The implicit charge 

was that Eli and his sons acted according to another standard: 

what was in their heart and in their mind. Of course, the 

particular deeds of Hophni and Phinehas were wicked to an 

extreme, but the principle expressed in their condemnation is 

consistent with what we have observed throughout the 

Biblical record – worship, to be acceptable before God, must 

be according to His revealed will. God will have his ministers 

to do according to what is in His heart and in His mind.   

The only way that we can know and understand what is 

in the heart and mind of God is by what He has explicitly 

declared to us in His word.  Conversely, any self-serving or 

self-gratifying actions, which go beyond the revealed heart 

and mind of God, are condemned as a discontented “kicking” 

at the sacrifices and offerings of the Lord.   

 

Familiarity breeds contempt.  

(1 Samuel 6:1-21) 
 

God’s judgment against the house of Eli resulted in a 

victory for the Philistines over Israel in which the ark of the 

testimony was captured.  When God’s people corrupt and 

despise His appointed worship, His holy presence is 

withdrawn from them. Yet the Philistines experienced 

nothing but disaster from the ark of God in their midst, and 
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after seven months they decided to return it to Israel.  At the 

advice of their priests and diviners, they determined to send 

the ark along with a trespass offering, consisting of golden 

replicas of the tumors and mice with which God had 

chastised them.  In God’s providence, the ark was taken to 

the town of Beth Shemesh, a city of priests.  It was here that 

the story took a dreadful turn.   

The men of Beth Shemesh boldly decided to “look into 

the ark of the Lord.”  As a result, the Lord struck down a 

great number of them in judgment. Matthew Henry 

comments: “That which made this looking into the ark a great 

sin was that it proceeded from a very low and mean opinion 

of the ark.  The familiarity they had with it upon this 

occasion bred contempt and irreverence.”  Perhaps they 

thought their priestly office, or the care they had taken with 

the ark, or the fact that God had blessed them with a special 

“visit” excused them from the ordinary reverence due to the 

ark.  Whatever reasons they had to justify their boldness, the 

message was clear. “By those who come near Me I must be 

regarded as holy.”  

This is an aspect of worship which is sadly lacking in this 

age of seeking “familiarity” with God. Let us never forget 

that the God we approach in worship is holy, and is to be 

approached with the utmost reverence.   Nor let it be 

imagined that God is less concerned that His people revere 

Him and regard Him as holy in the New Covenant era than 

He was in the Old. “Therefore, since we are receiving a 

kingdom which cannot be shaken, let us have grace, by which 

we may serve God acceptably with reverence and godly fear” 

(Hebrews 12:28).  

It is sometimes suggested by those who advocate a 

greater permissiveness in the worship of God for the New 

Testament Church that New Covenant believers are somehow 

better equipped to “freelance” in worship because they have 

a closer relationship through Christ. William Young 

addresses this subject in an essay on the Second 

Commandment: 

 

What requires…to be emphasized is that the 

regenerate consciousness is no more fit than the 
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unregenerate to decide what may be introduced into 

God’s worship.  The regenerate, it must be remembered, 

ever groan under the burden of sin that dwells in them, 

and therefore should well know that their understanding 

and will are not to be trusted to determine what is 

acceptable worship before God.  The enlightened 

understanding is content to learn God’s precepts and the 

renewed will to walk in them, but the regenerate heart as 

such cannot desire to make the slightest addition to God’s 

commandments.  Whenever true believers have acted 

inconsistently in this respect, they have invariably allowed 

great corruption to be introduced into God’s sanctuary. 

 

Prophecy and musical instruments.  

(1 Samuel 10:1-12) 

 

Since our concern in this series is the nature and practice 

of worship as it is revealed in Scripture, we must give 

attention to a particular mention in the book of 1 Samuel to 

the use of musical instruments by a group of prophets.  This 

unique situation took place in connection with Saul’s 

appointment by Samuel to the office of king in Israel.  

Specifically, Saul was told that he would meet “a group of 

prophets coming down from the high place with a stringed 

instrument, a tambourine, a flute, and a harp before them; 

and they will be prophesying.”  

Some have cited this instance as proof that the use of 

musical instruments in the public worship of God is approved 

in Scripture, but let us examine the case more closely. First, it 

should be noted that these prophets were not engaged in the 

public worship of God in the presence of His gathered 

people.  They were traveling along the road, and were more 

like a band of minstrels than a body of solemn worshippers. 

This is clearly not an example of the normative practice of a 

public worship assembly and therefore cannot be used to 

draw conclusions relating to such a setting.   

Second, the use of musical instruments on this occasion 

was directly related to the activity of prophesying.  Thus 

Brian Schwertley rightly concludes, “If this unusual instance 
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did justify the use of musical instruments in public worship, 

it would only authorize their use in accordance with 

prophecy or direct revelation.  Since the prophetic office 

ceased with the close of the New Testament canon, this 

passage is not applicable to the new covenant church.”   

Third, the authorized use of musical instruments in the 

public worship assembly was restricted to priests and 

Levites.  It is clear that the Jews never understood this 

passage as an authorization of the free use of musical 

instruments in the appointed services of God.  There is 

nothing in this example which supports the contention of 

some that God permits or desires the use of instrumental 

music as an accompaniment to the singing of praise in public 

worship.   

Musical instruments did come to have a particular place 

in the worship assemblies of Israel under the administration 

of David, and we will consider this in greater detail when we 

come to the institution of these ordinances, but that 

notwithstanding, the playing of instruments by this band of 

prophets is not an example from which we may conclude that 

God has commanded instruments to be played in the worship 

services of the Church.  His fundamental law of worship 

stands: “Whatever I command you, be careful to observe it; 

you shall not add to it nor take away from it.” 

  

True worship is based on principle, not 
pragmatism. (1 Samuel 13:1-14) 

 

After Saul’s appointment as king over Israel, Samuel 

instructed him to go to Gilgal and wait for seven days.   

Samuel  promised  to  come  at that time and offer sacrifices, 

which was his right and duty as a priest.  While Saul waited, 

the situation grew tense.  The Philistines were ready to 

attack, and Saul’s troops began to disperse.  It was then that 

Saul took matters into his own hands, and offered the 

sacrifices himself. For this, he had no warrant from God.  

It should be carefully noted that this was not a case of 

disobedience to a clear prohibition in the law of God.  

Nowhere is it written: “A king shall not offer sacrifices 
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before Me.”  The law of God merely mandated that the 

offerings were to be performed by the priests. It did not 

explicitly forbid their being offered by a king or by anyone 

else.  This was clearly a case of Saul going beyond the 

prescribed will of God in worship, and it could not be 

excused on the ground that as long as something is not 

clearly forbidden it is permissible.   

No sooner had he completed the offering than Samuel 

arrived and required an explanation for what Saul had done.  

The king was at no loss for excuses.   

 

a. He justified his actions on the grounds of necessity. 

The people were scattering while the enemy was 

advancing, and something had to be done.   

 

b. He justified his actions on the grounds of Samuel’s 

failure to arrive in a timely manner.  

  

c. He justified his actions on the grounds of piety, 

claiming that he dared not enter into battle without 

first seeking the Lord.   

 

Yet all of these reasons were merely pragmatic, based on 

circumstances and not on the authoritative word of God.  

Samuel’s pronouncement of judgment highlights the 

condemnation of Saul for putting pragmatism ahead of 

principle:  “You have done foolishly. You have not kept the 

commandment of the LORD your God, which He commanded 

you.”   

Brian Schwertley writes, “The story of Saul’s 

improvising in worship and God’s displeasure at such an act 

is important because almost all the innovations that are 

occurring in our day in worship… are based solely upon 

pragmatic considerations.  When people say, ‘But look at the 

number of people being that are being saved; look at the 

wonderful church growth we’re achieving,’ we must respond 

by asking for scriptural warrant.”   

The question that God asks is not pragmatic but 

principial: “Who has required this from your hand?” (Isaiah 

1:12). 
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Obedience is better than sacrifice.  

(1 Samuel 15:1-35) 
 

Unfortunately, Saul’s foolishness did not end with the 

incident recorded in chapter 13. A short time later, he was 

commanded to lead the Israelites in battle to utterly destroy 

the Amalekites, and all of their livestock.  The Amalekites 

were defeated, but Saul spared their king, Agag, and the best 

of the sheep, oxen, fatlings and lambs.  Despite these obvious 

failures, Saul proudly announced to Samuel, “I have 

performed the commandment of the Lord!”  Oblivious to 

Samuel’s efforts to convince Saul that the bleating cattle and 

the captive king Agag were evidence of his disobedience to 

the Lord, Saul insisted that he had done right.   

The obstinate self-justification of Saul rested on two 

presumptions.  First, he had acted as king, and had exercised 

wise judgment (he thought) in the carrying out of his mission.  

Second, he had spared the livestock for religious purposes.  

Far from praising him for this, Samuel rebuked Saul for 

his sins of pride and rebellion, saying, “to obey is better than 

sacrifice.”  The message is clear: God does not take pleasure 

in offerings which he has not commanded.  What pleases the 

Lord is humble conformity to His commands.  

King Saul maintained that it was the sacrifice itself 

which was really important, and he assumed that his sincerity 

of heart in wanting to present the best of the flocks to God 

excused his disregard for the commandment of the Lord. 

Conformity with God’s commands, in other words, could be 

set aside so long as the worshipper believed that he had a 

good reason for doing things his own way.  Thus, in Saul’s 

mind, it was the will of the worshipper – not the will of God 

– that determined what would be acceptable worship. For 

this, the kingdom was stripped from him and given to David, 

a man after God’s own heart, who would be the Lord’s 

chosen instrument for the further development of the 

Church’s ordinances of worship and the introduction of 

several new elements by God’s command.  
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Chapter 10 
Worship in 2 Samuel 

 

The book of 2 Samuel is the story of David’s reign over 

Israel.  It was during this glorious era of redemptive history 

that the form of worship in Israel took on the particular form 

that would remain in place throughout the remainder of the 

Old Testament.  A large part of the development of the 

worship of God’s people through David centered around the 

incorporation of psalms of praise in the public services of 

God. 

 

There are different types of song in 
Scripture. (2 Samuel 1:17-27) 

 

David was a gifted musician whose abilities were 

employed according to the Lord’s will.  His musical talents 

were used in a variety of ways.   

 

1) The therapeutic use of music. In 1 Samuel we learn 

that he played on the harp in order to calm the mind of King 

Saul when he was troubled by an evil spirit. 

 

2) The national/commemorative use of music.  Here, at 

the beginning of 2 Samuel, we find David using his musical 

gifts to compose a song of lament in commemoration of Saul 

and Jonathan.   

 

3) The use of music in worship.  Later, we will find 

David composing psalms which would take a permanent 

place in the public worship of God’s people. 

 

It is important to note this variety because it 

demonstrates the fact that there are different kinds of music 

and different types of songs which are appropriate for 

different occasions.  The so-called “song of the bow” 

recorded in the first chapter of 2 Samuel is a case in point.  

David commanded that this song be taught to the children of 

Judah.  We are also told that its contents are recorded in “the 
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book of Jasher,” which is no longer available, but which 

Matthew Henry states was “probably a collection of state-

poems.”   

The “song of the bow” was clearly a song that the people 

of Israel were encouraged to learn and to sing in 

remembrance of Saul and Jonathan, yet unlike other songs 

recorded in the historical books of Scripture, it did not find a 

place in the authorized book of praise to be used in religious 

worship.  From this we learn an important truth relative to 

our consideration of worship: that there is a place for creative 

expression in the form of songs which celebrate the work of 

God and the lives of His servants, but which are not intended 

for or appropriate to be used in public worship.   

All songs should glorify God, but only those specifically 

appointed by God for that purpose are to be sung in His 

worship. But why should this be?  Why is it that certain 

songs are appropriate for use in public worship while other 

songs are not?  What’s the big deal? Let me suggest several 

reasons. 

 

1) Because of the nature of worship, which is to honor 

and glorify God.  Even those who disagree with our position 

regarding the exclusive use of the Psalms in worship would 

not accept any and every song as appropriate for use in the 

service of worship. 

 

2) Because of the nature of song, which solidifies 

thoughts and ideas in the heart and mind through repetition. 

 

3) Because of the nature of man, who, left to his own 

devices, would soon develop a catalogue of songs which 

emphasized those thoughts and doctrines he found most 

appealing, while excluding those less palpable to his natural 

sensitivities. 

 

There is a time and place for the individual expression of 

musical creativity to the glory of God.  Music, like every 

other area of life, is under the dominion of Christ and should 

be used for His glory.  But this does not mean that music 

should be used indiscriminately, any more than any other 
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good gift of God. When it comes to the corporate worship of 

God’s people, His word stands firm:  “Be careful to observe 

what I have commanded; you shall not add to it, nor take 

away from it.”  

 

Disobedience is dangerous.  

(2 Samuel 6:1-10) 

 

In the sixth chapter of 2 Samuel we read of the disastrous 

attempt by David to bring back the ark of the covenant to 

Israel. The ark is introduced in verse 2 as “the ark of God, 

whose name is called by the Name, the LORD of hosts, who 

dwells between the cherubim.”  The emphasis here is upon 

the holy nature of the ark as the representation of God’s holy 

presence among His people.  Sadly, in disregard of God’s 

holiness, David and his men placed the ark on a cart drawn 

by oxen, and two men were appointed to drive the team along 

the bumpy roads.  When the oxen stumbled, one of these 

men, Uzzah, reached out his hand to steady the ark.  The 

result was immediate death from the wrath of God.  

John Calvin understood this passage as a warning for the 

Church in all ages.  He wrote, “we must gather from it that 

none of our devotions will be accepted by God unless they 

are conformed to his will… Let us hold this unmistakable 

rule, that if we want to worship God in accordance with our 

own ideas, it will simply be abuse and corruption.  And so, 

on the contrary, we must have the testimony of his will in 

order to follow what he commands us, and to submit to it.  

Now that is how the worship which we render to God will be 

approved.” 

Likewise, James Glasgow wrote: “David proceeded 

irregularly, because he was without scriptural authority.  

Thus, instead of consulting the priests and Levites to whose 

custody the ark belonged, he ‘consulted with the captains of 

thousands and hundreds, and every leader,’ (according to 1 

Chron. 13:1); that is, with political and military advisors… 

The result in David’s case implies a permanent inhibition of 

introducing any religious observance without divine 

authority.  If David could not do this, how can it, without 
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sinful responsibility, be done by men in the nineteenth 

century?  Instead of allowing the ark to be borne by the 

Levites, he had it placed on a cart – which he doubtless 

thought was done ‘decently and in order.’ This, however, was 

not appointed, and therefore he erred in doing it.”   

Michael Bushell gets to the root of the matter when he 

writes, “The heart of Uzzah’s transgression lies in the fact 

that according to Numbers 4, the ark was... to be moved only 

by means of the staves on the side of the ark, on the 

shoulders of the Levites, and not on a cart.  Instead of 

following these instructions, they followed the example of 

the Philistines who some time earlier had sent the ark back by 

cart.  The Lord’s command as to how the ark was to be 

moved excluded every other means.  What was not 

commanded was forbidden, however much the circumstances 

may have suggested otherwise.”   

The dramatic death of Uzzah underscores the fact that 

God is in earnest regarding the conformity of His people to 

His commandments when they draw near to Him in worship.  

That David recognized this is clear from his instruction to the 

Levites recorded in 1 Chronicles 15:12-13, when the ark was 

later successfully transported to Israel: “sanctify yourselves, 

you and your brethren, that you may bring up the ark of the 

LORD God of Israel to the place I have prepared for it. For 

because you did not do it the first time, the LORD our God 

broke out against us, because we did not consult Him about 

the proper order.” 

 

Enthusiasm has its place.  

(2 Samuel 6:11-21) 

 

The second half of 2 Samuel 6 records the removal of the 

ark to Israel in observance of the “proper order.”  The Levites 

carried it, according to the commandment of the Lord, and 

we are also told that David in his enthusiasm “danced before 

the Lord with all his might.”  This dancing, combined with 

the fact that David discarded his kingly robes and stripped 

down to a linen ephod for the occasion, incurred the scorn of 

his wife, Michal, who chided him for his indignity.  David 
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responded to her contempt by pointing out that he danced and 

played “before the Lord.”  

There are some who cite this passage as a justification 

for the use of all kinds of musical instruments in the worship 

of God, since David says, “I will play before the Lord.”  A 

few observations, however, show this argument to be without 

merit.   

 

1) The word “play” used here does not necessarily 

require musical instruments.  It simply means “to laugh; or, 

to make sport,” and is an apt description of David’s joy.   

 

2) There is a contrast in the chapter itself between the 

employment of “all kinds of instruments” (verse 5) during the 

first unsuccessful attempt to move the ark, and the simple 

“sounding of the trumpet” (verse 15), presumably by the 

priests in accordance with Numbers 10, on this occasion.  

 

3) The argument proves too much, since it would also 

require the people of God to “dance with abandon” in public 

worship in their skivvies, of which there is no hint of 

approval in all of the Scriptures.   

 

The point to be taken from David’s dancing is that his 

enthusiasm was the natural expression of the joy that filled 

his heart at the sight of the return of God’s ark to its rightful 

place.   

Matthew Henry writes, “so we should perform all our 

religious services, as those that are intent upon them and 

desire to do them in the best manner.  All our might is little 

enough to be employed in holy duties; the work deserves it 

all.” 

  
God does not vainly repeat Himself.  
(2 Samuel 22:1-51) 

 

David’s song of praise recorded in chapter 22 appears 

again in Psalm 18, with a few minor variations.  This is 

significant, particularly in light of the fact that 2 Samuel 
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began with a song which does not appear again in the Psalter.  

In connection with the song of Deborah in the book of Judges 

it was noted that not every song recorded in the Bible was 

intended to be used in the worship assemblies of God’s 

people.  In support of this fact it is noted that some songs 

which are given in their entirety in the historical books of the 

Bible are not repeated in the book of Psalms, while others, 

like the example in 2 Samuel 22, later find a place in the 

canon of praise songs appointed by God for use in public 

worship.   

God does not vainly repeat Himself, and yet we have 

examples in the Scripture of certain songs being found twice 

in the inspired record – once in the history, and again in the 

book of Psalms (another example is 1 Chronicles 16:7-36, 

where Psalms 105 and 96 are recorded). This repetition of 

certain psalms, and the exclusion of others, in the collection 

of sacred songs specifically authorized by God to be used in 

His formal praise, lends further credence to the fact that the 

Psalter was intended to be a complete and definitive manual 

of hymns to be used in worship.      

 

David’s psalms were divinely authorized.  

(2 Samuel 23:1-2) 
 

We come now to the last words of David, which are 

recorded in 2 Samuel 23:1-2 – “Now these are the last words 

of David. ‘Thus says David the son of Jesse; Thus says the 

man raised up on high, The anointed of the God of Jacob, 

And the sweet psalmist of Israel:  “The Spirit of the LORD 

spoke by me, And His word was on my tongue.’” 

The fact that he identifies himself as “the sweet psalmist 

of Israel” is not without significance.  He is speaking of 

himself in terms of the offices to which he was appointed by 

God.  He is the son of Jesse, raised up as the anointed of the 

God of Jacob, and exalted to the office of “psalmist” in 

Israel. 

Notice that he calls himself not “a sweet psalmist of 

Israel” but “THE sweet psalmist of Israel.”  It was through 

him and under his oversight that the inspired hymnbook of 
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God’s people was composed.  Even the inspired Psalms 

which were composed after David’s death were considered as 

the completion of David’s Psalms.  Never, in all of the 

history of the Church in either testament do we find another 

like David, renowned for his prolific writing of songs for the 

praise of the Most High – so much so that his life is 

summarized in terms of this office of “Psalmist.”   

Can this be without significance to our understanding of 

worship?  That God singled out, in all of redemptive history, 

one man whom He gifted above all others for the composing 

of sacred songs – that the Holy Spirit, by His own purposeful 

arrangement, placed the collection of inspired songs that 

resulted from this one man’s gift and office in the very center 

of His written revelation – and that this inspired body of 

songs covers the entire range of doctrine and practice, every 

aspect of the Christian life, and of the Person and Work of 

Christ, even to the details of His crucifixion and the glories 

of His exaltation, so that the Psalter has been described as “a 

little Bible” within the Bible – is this not an indication to us 

that God intended for songs of the “Sweet Psalmist of Israel” 

to be the manual of praise for His Church in all ages?     

This was the understanding of no less a light than 

Jonathan Edwards, who wrote, “Another thing God did 

towards this work at that time was His inspiring David to 

show forth Christ and His redemption in Divine songs, which 

should be for the use of the Church in public worship 

throughout all ages.  This was also a glorious advancement of 

the office of redemption, as God hereby gave His Church a 

book of divine songs for their use in that part of their public 

worship… David is called the ‘sweet psalmist of Israel,’ 

because he penned Psalms for the use of the Church of Israel; 

and we find that the same are appointed in the New 

Testament to be made us of in their worship (Eph. 5:19).” 

David further testifies of the authority behind his 

compositions, saying, “The Spirit of the Lord spoke by me, 

and his word was on my tongue.”  Thus David claims divine 

inspiration in the writing of the Psalms.  That divine 

inspiration is amply verified by the numerous quotations 

from the Psalms in the New Testament Scriptures, where 
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many of them are cited as the very word of Christ Himself, as 

though He spoke them through the mouth of David. 

What contemporary hymn writer can say with David: 

“The Spirit of the Lord spoke by me, and His word was on 

my tongue?”  Let him who is able to make this boast, and 

have it verified by the Lord Jesus Christ and His holy 

apostles, offer his compositions to be sung alongside of 

David’s glorious praises.   
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Chapter 11 
Worship in 1 Kings 

 

The division of the kingdom after the reign of Solomon 

into Northern (Israel) and Southern (Judah) is soon made into 

an excuse for innovations in worship, which God condemns 

in the strongest terms and which ultimately lead to judgment 

and captivity. 

 

With greater light comes greater 
responsibility.  
(1 Kings 3:1-4; Deuteronomy 12:5-14) 

 

The book of 1 Kings, which covers the history of Israel 

from the reign of Solomon through the prophetic ministry of 

Elisha, contains much that is instructive regarding the 

worship of God. This period of Israel’s history was one of 

both positive development and negative declension.   

Positively, it was during Solomon’s reign that the 

worship of God found a permanent location in the Temple 

that was built in Jerusalem.  Until then, worship had centered 

around the ark of the covenant, which was kept in a tent in 

Shiloh during David’s time.   

Negatively, Solomon’s reign was followed by the 

division of Israel into a northern and southern kingdom, with 

10 of the 12 tribes dwelling apart from Jerusalem and the 

holy Temple.  This division ultimately led to the corruption 

of worship and the judgment of both kingdoms.  But the 

beginnings of this later corruption can be seen even in the 

practice of Solomon, as summarized by the author of 1 Kings 

in the first four verses of chapter three.   

Solomon’s carelessness with regard to the place of God’s 

worship is clearly condemned in the Biblical record of his 

reign, though he himself is accepted as one who loved the 

Lord.  Because he lived in a time of transition, when the 

permanent place of God’s worship was not yet established, 

his error of innovation is not condemned as strongly as those 

who would come after the central place of the temple was 

established, yet it is condemned nonetheless.  Neither is his 
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love for the Lord discounted, though he committed sin with 

regard to the manner of worship.  From this we learn:  

 

1) that where there is greater light, there is greater duty 

and accountability 

2) that God plainly condemns innovations in His 

worship 

3) that God may, and does, reject impure worship while 

not necessarily rejecting the heart of the worshipper – yet 

with greater light comes greater responsibility. 

 

God abhors pragmatism in worship.  

(1 Kings 12:20-33) 
 

During the reign of Solomon’s son, Rehoboam, the 

kingdom was divided. The ten northern tribes (Israel) bound 

themselves to Jeroboam, the son of Nebat, while the two 

southern tribes (Judah) followed Rehoboam.  Jerusalem and 

the Temple belonged to the territory of Judah.  The division 

of the kingdom was occasioned by Rehoboam’s wicked 

oppression of the people.  God raised up Jeroboam and 

delivered the ten northern tribes to him, but Jeroboam soon 

turned away from following the Lord and caused the people 

of Israel to sin.  It thus became a measure of the wickedness 

of every succeeding king of Israel who departed from the 

ways of David that they “walked in the way of Jeroboam, and 

in his sin by which he had made Israel sin.”    

The sin of Jeroboam involved a series of innovations in 

worship. First, he changed the ordinances of worship, 

making two golden calves and presenting them to the people. 

Second, he changed the place of worship, from the temple in 

Jerusalem to two great high places in Dan and Bethel, at the 

northern and southern extremities of his kingdom.  Third, he 

changed the divinely appointed offices, appointing priests 

from every class of people, and not of the sons of Levi. 

Fourth, he changed the times of worship, ordaining a feast on 

a day and month which he “devised in his own heart.”   

In all of this, Jeroboam usurped God’s authority over His 

worship. The reason for these innovations was purely 
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pragmatic. Jeroboam feared that if the people traveled to 

Jerusalem to worship, they would eventually reject him and 

return to Rehoboam, king of Judah.  In order to protect his 

throne, he thought it necessary to undermine the uniformity 

of worship.  Jeroboam’s sin teaches us that:  

 

1) It is nothing but self-interest that motivates and seeks 

to maintain variety in worship 

 

2) Men are not free to invent means of worship, ordain 

times of worship, or create officers in God’s house apart 

from His command 

 

3) Innovations in worship are always presented as good 

and necessary developments, rather than outright rebellion 

against the word of God.   

 

Men do not easily forsake their own 
innovations. (1 Kings 13:1-34) 

 

Jeroboam’s wicked innovations in worship did not go 

unnoticed or unrebuked by the Lord.  A prophet, identified 

only as “a man of God,” went forth by divine commission 

from Judah to Bethel.  He was sent with very explicit 

instructions to bring a message of judgment to Jeroboam, 

king of Israel.  He told him that a king from the line of David, 

Josiah by name, would execute the false priests of 

Jeroboam’s idols.  This prophecy would be fulfilled 300 

years later.  As a sign of the authenticity of his message, the 

man of God told Jeroboam that the altar standing next to him 

would split apart, and its ashes would pour out.  

Jeroboam’s initial reaction to this prophecy was not 

humble repentance.  Instead, he stretched out his hand from 

the altar and commanded his men to arrest the prophet.  But 

as he did so, to his horror the hand he stretched out withered 

before his eyes. Just then the altar split open, pouring its 

ashes on the ground at the startled king’s feet.  God now had 

Jeroboam’s attention.  The king cried out for the prophet to 

pray to the Lord that his withered hand might be restored.  
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The prophet interceded on behalf of Jeroboam, and God 

mercifully restored the king’s hand. Nevertheless, neither 

displays of wrath or mercy from the Lord turned the heart of 

Jeroboam away from his foolish design to re-invent divine 

worship, for the chapter concludes by telling us that for all of 

this the king did not turn from his evil way, to the eventual 

destruction of all his house.   

In the midst of these events, we read of the sad demise of 

the prophet himself, who had received explicit instructions 

from the Lord to make no stops in his journey. Overjoyed and 

thankful for the healing of his hand, Jeroboam urged the 

prophet to return to the royal palace and receive a reward.  

But the man of God had strict instructions from the Lord.  He 

was not to turn aside for refreshment, and he was not to 

return to Judah by the same path he had taken to Bethel.  In 

obedience to his instructions, the prophet declined the king’s 

invitation and set off toward home by another way. 

So far, the steadfast resolve of the man of God to follow 

his divine commission is commendable.  But now the story 

takes a sad turn.  An old prophet who lived in Bethel had 

sons who apparently had witnessed the confrontation 

between the king and the man of God.  These sons hurried 

home to tell their father what had happened.  For reasons 

undisclosed in the passage, the old prophet determined to 

overtake the man of God and invite him to come back to his 

home for refreshments, even though he knew that the man of 

God had divine instructions not to turn aside to eat or drink.  

The indication from the context is that this old prophet had 

long ago forsaken the worship of the God of Israel and had 

turned aside to the worship of the idols set up by Jeroboam.  

Apparently, therefore, he felt it his duty to corrupt the young 

prophet from Judah, enticing him to disobey the orders he 

had received from the Lord.   

It soothes the consciences of the disobedient to recruit 

others into their ranks, and the devil is always ready to use 

such methods against God’s people. At first, the man of God 

refused the invitation of the old prophet, explaining to him 

that he had explicit instructions from the Lord not to eat or 

drink in this defiled place.  Unwilling to be dissuaded, the old 

prophet resorted to the devil’s favorite strategy... he lied.   



Chapter 11 – Worship in 1 Kings 

 99 

“I too am a prophet as you are,” he said to the man of 

God, “and an angel spoke to me by the word of the Lord, 

saying, ‘Bring him back with you to your house, that he may 

eat bread and drink water.’” The inspired writer of 1 Kings 

tells us bluntly at the end of verse 18, “He was lying to him.”  

Most sad of all is the fact that the man of God believed the 

old man’s lie and returned to Bethel to eat and drink in his 

house.  His disobedience to the word of the Lord cost him his 

life, as the remainder of the chapter records. No sooner had 

he departed from the old man’s house, but the man of God 

was overtaken by a lion and killed.   

The point of this sidebar, though perhaps not 

immediately apparent, becomes clear in light of the context.  

Here is how the chapter ends: 

 

“Now when the prophet who had brought him back 

from the way heard it, he said, ‘It is the man of God who 

was disobedient to the word of the LORD. Therefore the 

LORD has delivered him to the lion, which has torn him 

and killed him, according to the word of the LORD 

which He spoke to him.’ And he spoke to his sons, 

saying, ‘Saddle the donkey for me.’ So they saddled it. 

Then he went and found his corpse thrown on the road, 

and the donkey and the lion standing by the corpse. The 

lion had not eaten the corpse nor torn the donkey. And 

the prophet took up the corpse of the man of God, laid it 

on the donkey, and brought it back. So the old prophet 

came to the city to mourn, and to bury him. Then he laid 

the corpse in his own tomb; and they mourned over him, 

saying, ‘Alas, my brother!’ So it was, after he had buried 

him, that he spoke to his sons, saying, ‘When I am dead, 

then bury me in the tomb where the man of God is 

buried; lay my bones beside his bones. For the saying 

which he cried out by the word of the LORD against the 

altar in Bethel, and against all the shrines on the high 

places which are in the cities of Samaria, will surely 

come to pass.’ After this event Jeroboam did not turn 

from his evil way, but again he made priests from every 

class of people for the high places; whoever wished, he 

consecrated him, and he became one of the priests of the 
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high places. And this thing was the sin of the house of 

Jeroboam, so as to exterminate and destroy it from the 

face of the earth” (Verses 26-34). 

 

The experience of the man of God, who allowed himself 

to be turned from the way, was itself a sign to Jeroboam of 

the consequences of straying from the commandments of the 

Lord. God’s definite commands are to be obeyed. No reason 

– whether a pragmatic consideration or a proposed counter-

revelation – is sufficient to set aside the Divine Word. The 

man of God’s disobedience was no different from that of 

Jeroboam. Both allowed themselves to be turned aside from 

the path of conformity to God’s clearly revealed will, and 

both were judged as a result.   

“He who keeps his command will experience nothing 

harmful” (Ecclesiastes 8:5). 

  

God defines worship as doing “only what is 
right in My eyes.” (1 Kings 14:1-16)   

 

The fourteenth chapter of 1 Kings records the end of 

Jeroboam’s reign as king of Israel.  It was not a happy 

ending.  The king whose innovations in worship led Israel 

into sin would be judged for his evil deeds and for leading 

God’s people into sin. We would all do well to take notice of 

the grave consequences of sin, that we might learn to resist it 

in the strength of Christ. 

 

1) His son was taken from him. God had given clear 

warning in the Law regarding the consequences of idolatry.   

 

“You shall not make for yourself a carved image... 

For I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, visiting the 

iniquity of the fathers upon the children to the third and 

fourth generations of those who hate me, but showing 

mercy to thousands, to those who love Me and keep My 

commandments.” (Exodus 20:4-6) 
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Usurping the place of God in worship is not a victimless 

crime.  Sin affects those around us, and its consequences 

often spill over into the lives of those closest to us.  In this 

particular case, though Jeroboam did not know or understand 

it, the Lord would be gracious to his son Abijah, even in 

death.  The text tells us that “he only of Jeroboam shall come 

to the grave, because in him there is found some good thing 

toward the Lord God of Israel in the house of Jeroboam.” 

The rest of Jeroboam’s family would die in the cities and in 

the fields without benefit of burial, their bodies consumed by 

wild beasts and the birds of the air.   

Abijah’s early death would serve a double purpose. It 

would serve as a judgment upon Jeroboam, but also as mercy 

to Abijah himself, who would be spared the violent death of 

his relatives, and who would be saved by God’s grace in his 

heart, despite the wickedness that had surrounded him 

throughout his short life. Yet despite this exceptional case of 

mercy, the Lord clearly tells us and plainly demonstrates in 

the sacred history that idolatry in all of its subtle forms has 

transgenerational consequences. 

Our children’s first and most powerful concept of God is 

learned by their observation of us and sealed upon their 

consciousness by our authority. If our view and practice of 

worship is rooted in joyful and humble submission to His 

sovereign will, then our children will learn to revere and 

honor Him, resulting in blessing to them. But if our view and 

practice of worship is rooted in self-indulgent presumption 

and the imposition of our own will upon the sacred services 

of God’s house, we are teaching our children that God’s 

commands may have a general authority, but when it comes 

down to details, we can determine our own path – as long as 

we are sincere, God will not be displeased. If this view of 

God is worked out in all of life, we have set our children up 

for wrath, and not for blessing.    

 

2) His mind and heart were darkened.  Sin and deceit 

work their way into the soul until the mind and heart are 

unable to perceive the simplest truths. When his son, Abijah, 

became sick, Jeroboam sought out Ahijah the prophet, whom 
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he knew to be a man of God, hoping to gain a good report 

and possibly even a miraculous healing for his son.   

Ahijah had been the prophet who predicted Jeroboam’s 

rise to the throne of Israel. Now, follow the theme of “eyes” 

that is woven through this account. Apparently feeling some 

guilt (or at least sheepishness) before Ahijah, Jeroboam sent 

his wife to the prophet... in disguise. Matthew Henry writes: 

“It would have been more pious if he had desired to know 

wherefore God contended with him, had begged the 

prophet’s prayers, and cast away his idols from him; then the 

child might have been restored to him, as his hand was.  But 

most people would rather be told their fortune than their 

faults or their duty.”     

But imagine!  He believed that the prophet could see the 

future of his son’s life... but he somehow thought that this 

same prophet would not know who his wife was! Still, God is 

not mocked.  He spoke ahead of time to Ahijah the prophet, 

telling him that Jeroboam’s wife was coming in disguise.  

Imagine her surprise when she walked through the door and 

(probably without even looking up) Ahijah said, “Come in, 

wife of Jeroboam.  Why do you pretend to be another 

person?”   

Sin convinces the heart of man that he can deceive even 

the Lord and somehow escape detection and judgment.  The 

sinner puts on a different face in order to win favor from God 

when it is convenient for him.  How deceitful and wicked are 

our hearts!  And how terrified we will be in the end, when we 

hear the voice of God saying, “I know who you are! Why do 

you pretend to be someone else?”  We must take sin 

seriously.  We must recognize its deadly consequences.  We 

must face up to how our sins have affected not only ourselves 

but those around us.  We must face up to the foolishness of 

thinking that we can keep our wickedness hidden from God 

and escape His judgment.  We must seek His mercy and cry 

out for His deliverance.   

Jeroboam tried to “pull the wool” over God’s eyes – He 

assumed that the Lord could not see his sins – but the Lord 

showed him that not only were his sins not hidden from His 

sight, but it was in fact Jeroboam who was blind, because he 

had turned his eyes away from God’s commandments. 
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The Lord’s pronouncement of judgment through Ahijah 

is also stated with reference to eyes – not those of Jeroboam 

or the prophet, but those of God, who contrasted the king’s 

wickedness with “My servant David, who kept My 

commandments and who followed Me with all his heart, to 

do only what was right in My eyes.” True worship is thus 

defined as: “doing only what is right in God’s eyes.” Worship 

designed according to the eyes of men is the result of 

blindness. 

In the midst of this sobering account of judgment lies a 

beacon of hope. It is found in God’s mercy to Abijah the son 

of Jeroboam.  It is a remarkable display of God’s mercy and 

grace that in the midst of the corrupt house of Jeroboam is 

found a young boy of whom it can be said, “in him there is 

found some good thing toward the Lord God of Israel.”  The 

“good thing” spoken of is nothing less than a heart awakened 

by the grace of God resulting in the assurance of life, even in 

the face of death.  This is the Gospel, hidden in the sick-bed 

of a dying prince. Despite the exceeding sinfulness of our 

hearts, God can transform us from within. 

 

Innovations in worship are not trivial.  

(1 Kings 16) 
 

Toleration is all the encouragement sin needs to sink its 

foul roots deeper and deeper into the heart of an individual or 

a nation.  The series of kings whose reigns are recorded in 1 

Kings 16 show us the downward spiral of a nation waxing 

worse and worse with each successive leader. The prevailing 

theme of this chapter is the momentum of idolatry. 

Of Baasha it is recorded, “He did evil in the sight of the 

Lord, and walked in the way of Jeroboam, and in his sin by 

which he had made Israel sin.”  

Of Elah, the son of Baasha, it is said, that he sinned and 

made Israel to sin, in provoking the Lord God of Israel to 

anger with their idols. 

Zimri “burned the king’s house down upon himself with 

fire and died, because of the sins which he had committed in 

doing evil in the sight of the Lord, in walking in the way of 
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Jeroboam, and in his sin which he had committed to make 

Israel sin.” 

Of Omri it is written that he “did evil in the eyes of the 

Lord, and did worse than all who were before him. For he 

walked in all the ways of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, and in 

his sin by which he had made Israel sin, provoking the Lord 

God of Israel to anger with their idols.” 

And finally, of Ahab we read, “Now Ahab the son of 

Omri did evil in the sight of the Lord more than all who were 

before him.  And it came to pass, as though it had been a 

trivial thing for him to walk in the ways of Jeroboam the son 

of Nebat, that he took as wife Jezebel the daughter of 

Ethbaal, king of the Sidonians; and he went and served Baal 

and worshipped him.  Then he set up an altar for Baal in the 

temple of Baal which he built in Samaria.  And Ahab made a 

wooden image.  Ahab did more to provoke the Lord God of 

Israel to anger than all the kings of Israel who were before 

him.” 

From Jeroboam to Ahab, Israel had “progressed” from 

the misrepresentation of the True and Living God for 

“pragmatic” reasons, to the full-blown worship of demons 

masquerading as false gods.  A little leaven works its way 

through the whole lump of dough. Sin spreads like cancer 

which, left unchecked, soon works its way into the vital 

organs and spreads throughout the body.  With the 

ascendance of Ahab to the throne of Israel, we find an 

escalation of wickedness with regard to worship.  

One particular phrase captures a vitally important idea.  

Ahab is said to have acted “as though it had been a trivial 

thing for him to walk in the ways of Jeroboam.”  It is 

important to note that this comment not only points out the 

greater wickedness of Ahab, but also shows us that the 

worship innovations of Jeroboam were, in God’s eyes, 

certainly not a trivial matter. Many today would assert that so 

much concern about the details of worship is unwarranted, 

and that each fellowship should merely determine to do what 

they think is best.  Such reasoning makes man’s approach to 

the Holy God a trivial thing, and thus falls into the error of 

Jeroboam.   
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The spirit of Ahab eventually supersedes that of 

Jeroboam, transforming impure worship into rank idolatry. 

Nothing could be plainer in the message of 1 Kings than that 

this is the path that leads to compromise, death, and 

judgment. By contrast, the 41 year reign of Asa in Judah, 

described as a man who “did what was right in the eyes of the 

Lord, as did his father David” is held up as a constant 

reminder that faithfulness in the worship of God leads to life 

and blessing. 

Note how the steadfastness of Asa is clearly seen in the 

flow of the text of Scripture.  The short reigns of the wicked 

kings of Israel are overlapped with the long and 

comparatively prosperous reign of Asa in Judah.  We are told 

that Nadab the son of Jeroboam became king “in the second 

year of Asa king of Judah.”  “In the third year of Asa king of 

Judah,” Baasha the son of Ahijah became king over all Israel.  

Elah the son of Baasha became king over Israel “In the 

twenty-sixth year of Asa king of Judah.” “In the twenty-

seventh year of Asa king of Judah” Zimri died after reigning 

for seven days.  “In the thirty-first year of Asa king of 

Judah,” Omri became king over Israel. “And in the thirty-

eighth year of Asa king of Judah,” Ahab the son of Omri 

became king over Israel.  

Solomon’s words ring as true in connection with worship 

as they do in connection with salvation itself: “There is a way 

that seems right to a man, but the end thereof is death.” 

Certainly, Jeroboam the son of Nebat is proof of this. And 

the sad record of decline in Israel, from Jeroboam to Ahab, 

should provide ample warning to us of the danger of pursuing 

a pragmatic approach to worship. 
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Chapter 12 
Worship in 2 Kings 

 

Jeroboam had set a standard by which all subsequent 

kings would be measured.  Faithful kings were those who 

“walked in the ways of David.” Unfaithful kings “walked in 

the ways of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, who caused Israel to 

sin.”  The sins of Jeroboam were his actions pertaining to the 

worship of God, when he altered the time, place, manner, and 

offices of worship for pragmatic reasons, by his own 

authority, and thus “caused Israel to sin.”   

He presumed to change the elements of worship, 

introducing to the people two golden calves which he 

presented as visible representations of the “God who brought 

them out of Egypt,” thus instituting a means of worshipping 

God which He had not appointed.  The church falls into the 

same error today when it presumes to introduce means of 

worshipping God which he has not ordained.  

He presumed to change the place of worship, from the 

central temple in Jerusalem to the two high places in Dan and 

Bethel, thus shifting the focus of Israel away from God’s 

appointment to what seemed more practical and pleasing to 

the people.  The church falls into the same error today when 

it forsakes the central focus of worship – which is upon the 

heavenly tabernacle (of which the temple in Jerusalem was a 

copy and a type) – and encourages each local body to 

approach God in whatever way seems most pleasing and 

fulfilling to them.  

He presumed to change the authority over worship, from 

the priests appointed by God to those of his own choosing, 

who would presumably carry out his innovations without 

challenge. The church falls into the same error today when it 

presumes to create offices and governments in the body 

which God has never appointed. 

He presumed to change the time of worship, altering the 

observance of God’s appointed feast day to a day and month 

devised in his own heart.  The church falls into the same 

error today when it creates special days of man’s own 

devising.   
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If it was a great sin for Jeroboam merely to alter the date 

and time for the observance of a feast which God had 

commanded his people to observe, how much more when the 

church creates special holy days without any warrant at all 

from God’s Word?  

 

True reform does not spare the “high 
places.” (2 Kings 3:1-3; 10:28-31; 14:1-4) 

 

2 Kings continues the history of the divided kingdom, 

overlapping the reigns of the successive kings of Israel and 

Judah through the time of their respective judgments and 

captivities.  In keeping with the pattern of 1 Kings, the same 

standard is used to measure each one – with each wicked 

king being identified by his conformity to the sin of 

Jeroboam the son of Nebat, king of Israel. Nor was his sin 

restricted to the northern kingdom of Israel, for we are told 

that the people of Judah, who had the Jerusalem temple in 

their midst, also “set up images for themselves on the high 

places and under every green tree.” 

From time to time in the history of the kings, there were 

those who instituted partial reforms.  Jehoram, Jehu, and 

Amaziah are representative examples. 

 

“Now Jehoram the son of Ahab became king over Israel 

at Samaria in the eighteenth year of Jehoshaphat king of 

Judah, and reigned twelve years. And he did evil in the sight 

of the LORD, but not like his father and mother; for he put 

away the sacred pillar of Baal that his father had made.  

Nevertheless he persisted in the sins of Jeroboam the son of 

Nebat, who had made Israel sin; he did not depart from 

them.” (2 Kings 3:1-3) 

 

“Thus Jehu destroyed Baal from Israel. However Jehu 

did not turn away from the sins of Jeroboam the son of 

Nebat, who had made Israel sin, that is, from the golden 

calves that were at Bethel and Dan. And the LORD said to 

Jehu, ‘Because you have done well in doing what is right in 

My sight, and have done to the house of Ahab all that was in 
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My heart, your sons shall sit on the throne of Israel to the 

fourth generation.’ But Jehu took no heed to walk in the law 

of the LORD God of Israel with all his heart; for he did not 

depart from the sins of Jeroboam, who had made Israel sin.” 

(2 Kings 10:28-31) 

 

“In the second year of Joash the son of Jehoahaz, 

king of Israel, Amaziah the son of Joash, king of Judah, 

became king. He was twenty-five years old when he 

became king, and he reigned twenty-nine years in 

Jerusalem. His mother's name was Jehoaddan of 

Jerusalem. And he did what was right in the sight of the 

LORD, yet not like his father David; he did everything as 

his father Joash had done. However the high places were 

not taken away, and the people still sacrificed and 

burned incense on the high places.” (2 Kings 14:1-4) 

 

In each case the inspired historian notes that although 

they took action to rid the land of gross idolatry, they 

“persisted in the sins of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, who had 

made Israel sin; [and] did not depart from them.” This 

confirms for us that the anger of the Lord was not kindled 

only by the outright worship of foreign idols, but by the 

distortion of His appointed worship under the pretense of 

“improving” it by human innovations.   

It is commonly held that God is only concerned about 

overt idolatry, but the example of these men proves that He is 

equally concerned that His people put away all of their own 

“embellishments” in worship. It further shows us that, when 

it comes to worship practices, partial reform is not enough. 

God was not pleased when His people said, in effect, “We 

will not worship false gods, but we will continue to worship 

the true God according to our own inventions.”  True reform, 

as we will see in the history of Hezekiah, does not spare the 

“high places.”  If our worship is to be pleasing to God, it 

must conform to His Word alone, with no allowance for 

human invention, pragmatism, or creative embellishment. 
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Man-made “improvements” to worship are 
an insult to God. (2 Kings 16) 

 

Q: What does it take to bring a nation to judgment?  

A: A disobedient people, wicked rulers, and a corrupt 

priesthood.  

 

When all three major institutions of God (family, church, 

and state) turn aside from Him to pursue sin, it is only a 

matter of time until the nation falls. Especially is this true for 

a nation that once knew the Lord and has experienced His 

grace and mercy. 

 The northern kingdom of Israel, following the lead of 

Jeroboam, was further along the path to judgment than the 

southern kingdom of Judah, and by the end of 2 Kings 15, 

was only a step away from captivity. Instead of taking 

warning, Judah seems to have been bent upon following the 

same path. During the days of Jotham, we are told that “the 

people acted corruptly” (2 Chron. 27:2) and that they “still 

sacrificed and burnt incense on the high places.” (2 Kings 

15:35). In spite of all of the warning signs, and the voices of 

the prophets of God calling them to repent of their wicked 

ways and return to the Lord and His pure worship, the hearts 

of the people remained callous and their lives disobedient to 

the Lord.  

After the death of Jotham, Ahaz inherited the throne at 

the age of twenty. His sixteen-year reign in Jerusalem, 

recorded in 2 Kings 16, would be the most notorious for 

wickedness since the days of Ahab (though it would be 

surpassed by his grandson Manasseh). King Ahaz forsook the 

Lord and imported the worship of pagan gods into Judah. He 

sacrificed and burned incense on high places, and on the 

hills, and under every green tree. He instituted the 

unspeakable wickedness of child sacrifice, burning his own 

sons in the fire, “according to the abominations of the 

nations whom the Lord had cast out before the children of 

Israel.” For all of this the Lord allowed the enemies of Ahaz 

to overpower him, giving him first into the hand of Rezin 

king of Syria, who carried away many captives to Damascus.  
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Next, the Lord sent Pekah the son of Remaliah, king of 

Israel, against Ahaz. The Lord allowed Pekah to kill 120,000 

valiant men of Judah in one day, “because they had forsaken 

the Lord God of their fathers.” With the forces of Judah 

considerably weakened, the opportunistic Edomites swept in 

upon Judah taking captives, followed by the Philistines, who 

captured no less than six cities with their surrounding 

villages. The reason for the state of affairs in Judah at this 

time, (as though it is not already painfully obvious), is stated 

in 2 Chronicles 28:19: “For the Lord brought Judah low 

because of Ahaz king of Israel, for he had encouraged moral 

decline in Judah and had been continually unfaithful to the 

Lord.”  

What about the religious leaders? At least in the days of 

Uzziah, when he presumptuously approached the altar of 

incense in the temple of the Lord, there had been eighty 

faithful and valiant priests who, under the leadership of 

Azariah, resisted the king’s encroachment and were willing 

to take a stand for the Lord. What do we find in the days of 

Ahaz? Sadly, we find a priesthood willing to stand idly by 

while the temple of the Lord is profaned by all sorts of 

imported idolatry, and not only to stand idle, but to willingly 

participate in the pagan innovations!  

In the midst of his military problems, Ahaz cried out for 

help... not to the LORD, but to Tiglath-Pileser king of 

Assyria. This is comparable to letting a lion loose in your 

home because you have trouble with a mouse. Ahaz gathered 

up all of the silver and gold he could find, including the 

silver and gold instruments which God had designed to be 

used in His worship, and sent it, along with his personal 

pledge of servitude, to the king of Assyria. According to the 

author of 2 Chronicles, Tiglath-Pileser distressed Ahaz, for 

though he accepted the king’s gifts and pledge, he did not 

really help him at all. In 2 Kings we read that Tiglath-Pileser 

did send forces to Syria’s capital city of Damascus, captured 

it, and killed king Rezin. In so doing, he put an end to Ahaz’s 

mouse problem, but replaced it with a hungry lion (mice, 

after all, are not very filling).  

Next, Ahaz went to Damascus to pay homage to the 

Assyrian king. While he was there, he happened to see an 



Worship: From Genesis to Revelation 

 112

altar that was used by the people of Damascus in their 

worship. Ahaz became enthralled with this altar. Its design, 

its proportions, its intriguing symbolism all made the plain 

bronze altar back home seem so dull and boring. He simply 

had to have an altar like this one made for use in the temple 

at Jerusalem. So he sent Urijah the priest the design of the 

altar and its pattern, along with instructions to have it made 

before the king returned from Damascus. How did Urijah the 

priest respond to this request? Without a word of protest, or a 

hint of disturbance, the priest set to work on the new-and-

improved altar for the temple.  

When king Ahaz returned, he decided to give the new 

altar a try, and so the king approached the altar and, acting 

the part of the priest, offered a burnt offering, a grain 

offering, a drink offering, and a peace offering upon it. 

Urijah stood and watched, presumably pleased that the king 

found his work satisfactory. Gone was the spirit of Azariah 

the priest, who dragged king Uzziah out of the temple in zeal 

for the house of God!  

Next, Urijah consented to the king’s demand that the 

new-and-improved altar be put in the place of the old one, to 

be used henceforth for all of the offerings of king and people. 

As for the old bronze altar - the one designed by GOD and 

appointed by the ALMIGHTY to be used in HIS HOUSE, 

which stood as a symbol of CHRIST - Ahaz gave instruction 

for it to be moved to an obscure corner of the temple where 

he intended to use it to practice divination (a foreign practice 

in which priests tried to tell the future by examining the 

entrails of sacrificial animals, and which was absolutely 

forbidden in Israel by the law of God).  

Do not miss the significance of this. The central symbol 

of the sacrifice of Christ was shuffled off to the corner, only 

to be “consulted” at the whim of the king. (Like so many 

today, who see Jesus not as the central figure of history to 

whom all must answer and through whom alone there is 

access to God, but as a sort of “charm” to be consulted for 

mystical “leadings” at their convenience.)  

Again, Urijah consented to this change, and also stood by 

while Ahaz pursued further “re-decoration” of the temple, 

cutting off the panels of the carts, and removing the lavers 
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from them, taking down the Sea from the bronze oxen that 

were under it, and putting it on a pavement of stones, 

removing the Sabbath pavilion, and diverting the king’s outer 

entrance in order to show his allegiance to the king of 

Assyria.  

The days of king Ahaz were marked by widespread 

corruption among the families, the king, and the priests of 

Judah. This corruption and rebellion against God set the 

events in motion that would lead ultimately to the captivity of 

Israel, followed soon after by the captivity of Judah and 

Jerusalem. In previous times, God had shown His willingness 

to defer judgment for the sake of a faithful king or an upright 

priesthood, giving the people room for repentance. But the 

web of sin was winding tighter and tighter, choking 

faithfulness out of every corner of society. The people loved 

false worship and were ignorant of God’s commands. The 

king was wicked and had “encouraged moral decline” and 

“been continually unfaithful to the LORD.” The religious 

leaders were devoid of courage to stand against wickedness 

and found it more expedient to go along with the trends of 

change than to hold firmly to the statutes and commandments 

of God.  

Is any of this beginning to sound strangely familiar? In 

what specific ways can we plead that our own situation is 

markedly different from those prevailing in the days of 

Ahaz? Are we more knowledgeable of God’s Word and less 

inclined to pursue our own desires in worship? Have we been 

more zealous to search out the “high places” of our own 

devising and tear them down? Are our nation’s leaders less 

inclined to “encourage moral decline”? Do they stand out for 

their exemplary faithfulness to the Lord and His ways? Are 

the religious leaders of our day more inclined to resist the 

“re-decoration” of God’s worship and the introduction of 

idolatry and wickedness into the practices of the church? Are 

they less interested in currying the favor of those with power, 

influence, and wealth? Are they more willing to stand 

courageously in defense of the truth, even if it means 

resisting the proud and powerful in the name of God?  

Sadly, to ask these questions is to answer them. We 

cannot escape the implications of God’s Word. The actions 
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of King Ahaz provide a classic example of the motivations 

behind corrupt worship and their inevitable results. A disdain 

for God’s appointed worship and a desire for something more 

appealing and satisfying, coupled with unbelief that God is 

really serious about these things, leads to a complete 

overhaul of God’s ordinances, resulting in an inevitable 

moral decline in the land, because man’s will – rather than 

God’s – has been enthroned. This is the ultimate result of the 

unchecked cravings of men for “new-and-improved” 

worship:  Man’s will is enthroned; God’s appointed worship 

is systematically dismantled; and Christ is dismissed from 

His rightful central place and made to be the servant of man’s 

desires.    

The great theme of this chapter is that human efforts to 

“improve” the worship that God has commanded are an 

affront to His wisdom and an offense to His holiness.  Under 

the New Covenant, Christ and His word have been made the 

central focus of worship, replacing the temple and all of its 

outward symbols. The desire to “decorate” His pure and 

spiritual worship with the “new” and “attractive” elements of 

the world only shuffles Him off to the side and elevates man-

made innovations to His rightful place. 

 

The fear of the Lord and will-worship are 
incompatible. (2 Kings 17:5-41) 

 

Chapter 17 describes the final judgment and captivity of 

the northern kingdom of Israel.  It is abundantly clear that the 

offense for which they were removed from the land was their 

corruption of God’s appointed worship.  We are told that 

they “walked in the statutes of the nations whom the LORD 

had cast out from before the children of Israel, and of the 

kings of Israel, which they had made.” They walked in the 

statutes of men, rather than the statutes of God.  Despite the 

many rebukes the Lord sent them by His prophets, urging 

them to return to the commands of the Lord, they hardened 

themselves and went their own way.  Therefore God removed 

them from their inheritance, and the king of Assyria replaced 

them with foreigners from other conquered nations.   
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It is interesting to note the subtle irony of the “re-

settlement” recorded in 2 Kings 17. What is recorded, on the 

surface, are the actions of the king of Assyria as he carried 

many of the people of Israel away from their land and placed 

them in distant cities, then brought people from other 

locations to dwell in the cities of Samaria. It was a common 

practice for a conquering king to “mix up” the people he had 

subdued, in order to quench their patriotic allegiance to “their 

land” and make them less likely to consolidate their forces 

and rise up against him in rebellion. Yet beneath the surface 

it becomes apparent that what we are reading about in 2 

Kings 17 is not the re-settlement program of the king of 

Assyria, but the re-settlement program of Almighty God.  

Beginning in verse 24 we have the account of the mixed 

multitude from distant lands who were brought into Israel 

(now called Samaria) to inhabit its cities. But the story takes 

a strange turn. We are told that these imported foreigners 

“did not fear the Lord,” and because of this God sent lions 

among them which killed some of them. In their pagan 

superstition, they concluded that they were under the wrath 

of the “God of the land” since they did not “know his 

rituals.” If only they could learn what outward acts of 

worship they were supposed to perform to appease this local 

god, they would gladly do them. So they sent to the king of 

Assyria for help, and at his command one of the priests of 

Israel was sent back to dwell in Bethel to teach them “how 

they should fear the LORD.” Nevertheless, we are told, the 

people continued to make gods of their own and to pursue all 

of the abominable practices associated with their pagan 

deities, including child sacrifice.  

They merely added the LORD to the list of gods they 

“feared.” In this, they were no different from the people of 

Israel whom God had driven out of the land. In fact, that is 

precisely the point. God was demonstrating that if He wanted 

a people who would simply include Him among all of the rest 

of the imaginary gods they served, He could give the land to 

anyone.  All He had to do was to send a few lions among 

these pagans and they became just like the Israelites they 

replaced: “They feared the Lord, yet served their own gods.”  
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God’s purpose for Israel had been to set apart a people 

who would fear Him alone. This is the emphasis that comes 

through in the closing verses of 2 Kings 17.  Notice how 

many times the fear of the Lord is mentioned...  

 

To this day they continue practicing the former 

rituals; they do not FEAR THE LORD, nor do they 

follow their statutes or their ordinances, or the law and 

commandment which the LORD had commanded the 

children of Jacob, whom He named Israel, with whom 

the LORD had made a covenant and charged them, 

saying: “You shall not FEAR OTHER GODS, nor bow 

down to them nor serve them nor sacrifice to them; but 

the LORD, who brought you up from the land of Egypt 

with great power and an outstretched arm, HIM YOU 

SHALL FEAR, Him you shall worship, and to Him you 

shall offer sacrifice. And the statutes, the ordinances, 

the law, and the commandment which He wrote for 

you, you shall be careful to observe forever; YOU 

SHALL NOT FEAR OTHER GODS. And the covenant 

that I have made with you, you shall not forget, NOR 

SHALL YOU FEAR OTHER GODS. BUT THE LORD 

YOUR GOD YOU SHALL FEAR; and He will deliver 

you from the hand of all your enemies.”  However they 

did not obey, but they followed their former rituals. So 

these nations FEARED THE LORD, yet served their 

carved images; also their children and their children’s 

children have continued doing as their fathers did, 

even to this day.  

 

It is clearly not enough to fear the Lord. The fear of the 

Lord is but the beginning of wisdom. The children of Israel, 

like the assorted peoples who took their place in Samaria, 

feared the Lord, yet served their carved images and followed 

their former rituals. God demanded that they fear the Lord 

exclusively. Interestingly, the Samaritans came to be greatly 

despised by the Jews for generations to come. They were 

seen as impure because of their mixture of Jewish traditions 

with their own “former rituals.” So despised were they in 

some places that a Jew would actually spit after saying the 
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word “Samaritan” because the syllables were so distasteful 

on his tongue.  It has been observed that what angers us most 

about the shortcomings of others is inevitably that which we 

are prone to be guilty of ourselves. So it was with the Jews 

and Samaritans. God cast the Israelites out of the land 

precisely because they had continually defiled His pure 

worship by blending it with the pagan practices of the nations 

around them. Then He imported a bunch of pagans and made 

them “fear Him” just enough to be exactly like the Israelites 

they had displaced. They feared the Lord, yet served their 

carved images.  

To those who take confidence from having Abraham as 

their father, Christ says, “God is able to make from these 

stones children of Abraham.” To those who imagine that they 

can continue in unreformed idolatry and compromise, God 

says, “I can take imported pagans from Babylon and make 

them just like you.” Yet God also preserved a witness for 

Himself in Samaria, by sending a priest to “teach them how 

they should fear the Lord.” There would be many differences 

between the Jews and the Samaritans, lasting even through 

the days of Christ’s earthly ministry.  

But the fear of the Lord instilled in them would prove to 

be fertile ground for the Word of God when the Gospel was 

preached “in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to 

the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Christ would have His 

witnesses in Samaria, and many converts from among them 

(see Acts 8:5-25). The dispersed tribes of Israel who rejected 

the God of their fathers drifted off into historical oblivion, 

and were replaced by a mixed multitude in whom a spark of 

fear would one day be fanned into a flame of faith.  

As for the gods imported into Samaria with these nations, 

they too are buried deep in the dustbin of history, but the God 

of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob - the God and Father of our 

Lord Jesus Christ - is worshipped in Spirit and in truth by 

peoples of every land. Concerning the mixed worship of the 

resettled Samaritans, Kevin Reed explains: “The technical 

term for such a religious admixture is syncretism. For 

centuries it has been the modus operandi of Roman 

Catholicism. Sadly this Samaritan approach to worship is 

also quite prominent among professing Protestants, especially 
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in the church growth movement among contemporary 

‘evangelicals.’ The trends in popular culture and the deviant 

worship of the pluralistic masses are adopted as a way to 

make worship ‘relevant’ and appealing to modern society.”   

It was this syncretistic Samaritan worship which was the 

context for Christ’s statement that God is to be worshipped 

“in spirit and in truth” (John 4:23-24) – a statement 

erroneously used by many today who advocate a syncretistic 

approach to worship.  Yet God’s word is clear: the fear of the 

Lord is not compatible with worshipping in one’s own way.  

  

True reform of worship abolishes all 
idolatry and superstition. (2 Kings 18:1-6) 

 

Here we come to the glorious era of reform in Judah 

under the reign of good king Hezekiah, who “did what was 

right in the sight of the Lord, according to all that his father 

David had done.” How was he different from those who 

preceded him? The reforms of Hezekiah were 

comprehensive. He destroyed the pagan idols.  He removed 

the high places.  He even broke in pieces the bronze serpent 

that Moses had made, because the people had turned it into 

an object of superstition.   

The destruction of the brazen serpent shows just how far-

reaching genuine reform truly is. The brazen serpent was 

originally made by God’s command. Yet it was never 

intended to be part of the ordinary worship of the Lord. The 

people, however – no doubt with good intentions – 

incorporated it into their worship and made it an object of 

superstition. Hezekiah saw this as a corruption of God’s 

worship, and destroyed the brazen serpent.   

Were his actions extreme? Why not simply caution the 

people against the abuse of a traditional symbol? The answer 

is that Hezekiah realized that the serpent had become a snare, 

and he understood the subtle nature of idolatry. Better to 

dispense with a sacred relic, than leave it as a temptation for 

present and future generations.  One wonders how Hezekiah 

would respond to the crosses found in most modern churches 

today!   
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Most importantly, Hezekiah understood that it was 

necessary to address the issues of spiritual decline among the 

people if there was to be any hope for the nation. He knew 

that worship is the foundational issue from which all else 

flows.  If we begin in our worship of God with the 

presupposition that He is sovereign and is alone to be 

obeyed, then we will submit to His Word in all matters of 

faith and life. His commands will direct us in our public lives 

as well as in our worship. But if we approach the worship of 

God with the presupposition that we are sovereign and that it 

is our prerogative to define how we will approach God in His 

own house, then that premise will corrupt our entire thinking 

and we will look to ourselves and our own wisdom rather 

than the proven Word of God in all of our daily decisions. Oh 

for the spirit of Hezekiah today!  

 

Satan does his best to legitimize corrupt 
worship. (2 Kings 18:17-25) 

 

Our final observation from the book of 2 Kings concerns 

the subtlety of the enemy in seeking to convince God’s 

people that He is pleased with their will worship. When the 

king of Assyria attacked Jerusalem under Hezekiah’s reign, 

he sent one of his officers, called “the Rabshakeh,” whose 

job was to wage a propaganda war against the city, filling the 

hearts of the people with doubt and undermining their 

confidence.   

One particular statement deserves close attention.  Look 

again at verse 22: “But if you say to me, 'We trust in the 

LORD our God,' is it not He whose high places and whose 

altars Hezekiah has taken away, and said to Judah and 

Jerusalem, 'You shall worship before this altar in 

Jerusalem'?” In verse 22, the Rabshakeh suggested to the 

people that the Lord was angry with them because of 

Hezekiah’s reforms – that He actually preferred the worship 

of the high places and was offended by the “narrow” 

insistence upon “this altar in Jerusalem.”   

How clever is the enemy, who seeks to convince men 

that God delights in their innovations and would actually be 
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offended with them if they removed them and returned to 

pure worship according to His commands! It is a common 

tactic of the devil to raise questions within us concerning 

matters of reformation. If he can cause us to confuse 

faithfulness with legalism, then he can convince us that we 

offer less offense to God by continuing to treat His 

commandments lightly.  May God open our eyes to his subtle 

devices, and give us the courage to pursue comprehensive 

reform. 
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Chapter 13 

Worship in 1 Chronicles 
 

In the early chapters of 1 Chronicles a great deal of 

genealogical material is recorded.  The purpose of these 

chapters is not merely to provide a family record for the 

descendants of Abraham, but to establish the flow of 

redemption in history from Adam through David, with a 

special emphasis upon the appointment of the sons of Aaron 

and the Levites to carry out the ministry of the tabernacle.  

All was designed to point to Jesus Christ.  As the Son of 

David, He would be the Ruler of God’s everlasting kingdom.  

As the Great High Priest, He would fulfill all that the 

ceremonies of Israel were designed to prefigure.   

When the genealogy is complete, the inspired writer 

begins to recount Israel’s history with the defeat and death of 

Saul (chapter 10), noting particularly that the kingdom was 

taken away from Saul “because he did not keep the word of 

the Lord” (verse 13).  This is a reference to Saul’s 

presumption in offering burnt sacrifices contrary to God’s 

command.  Thus we are again reminded that God’s judgment 

– not man’s – is to direct the actions of His people, 

particularly with regard to matters of worship. 

 

God is serious about the obedience of His 
people in their approach to Him.  

(1 Chronicles 13) 

 

After a brief summary of David’s rise to power in 

chapters 11 and 12, the author of 1 Chronicles recounts the 

events surrounding the return of the ark of the covenant to 

Jerusalem.  The botched first attempt to move the ark, 

culminating in the death of Uzzah, is recorded in chapter 13.  

The account is substantially the same as that found in 2 

Samuel 6.  Apparently, the Holy Spirit considered this event 

worthy of repetition in the sacred record, that we might learn 

how zealous God is for His people to approach Him with due 

regard to His appointed means.   



Worship: From Genesis to Revelation 

 122

Michael Bushell notes, “No other example of Scripture 

shows more clearly the folly of ignoring God’s own 

instructions as to how He is to be approached.  Seen from a 

limited point of view, Uzza’s intentions were certainly 

“good.”  But “will-worship,” even when offered with the best 

of intentions, is still sacrilege.  It is worth noting that the 

Philistines had not incurred such severe punishment for 

touching the ark.  This shows that the Lord is especially 

zealous that His own people approach Him in a fitting 

manner.  When the ark was later brought to Jerusalem, David 

was exceedingly careful to see that it was moved “as Moses 

had commanded according to the word of the Lord” (1 

Chronicles 15:15).  David’s charge to the Levites on that 

occasion ought to be burned on the hearts of all who seek to 

worship the Lord in an acceptable and fitting manner: 

‘Because you did not carry it at the first, the Lord made an 

outburst on us, for we did not seek Him according to the 

ordinance” (15:13).” 

The fact that David was afraid of God because of His 

outbreak against Uzzah is also repeated here, along with his 

despairing question: “How can I bring the ark of God to 

me?”  Of course, the problem was not with the ark at all, as if 

God had made Himself unapproachable, for we are told 

immediately that the house of Obed-Edom, where the ark was 

left for the time being, experienced great blessing.   

The answer to David’s question as to how the ark could 

be brought back was to be found in the appointed order 

which God had prescribed.  John Girardeau draws the simple 

and obvious conclusion: “The history of this matter enforces 

the impressive lesson that we are not at liberty to use our own 

judgment and to act without a divine warrant in regard to 

things of God’s appointment.” 

 

God blesses His people when they are 
careful to approach Him according to His 
commands. (1 Chronicles 15:1-29) 

 

The holy fear kindled in David’s heart by the death of 

Uzzah eventually bore good fruit.  The disaster moved David 
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to consider the event and to search the Word to discover why 

they had failed.  The king learned that God is jealous to be 

approached according to His appointed means, and that His 

wrath broke out because “we did not consult Him about the 

proper order” (vs. 13).  Thus David determined to move the 

ark with great care that every command of God was carefully 

obeyed.  He gave strict instructions to the Levites according 

to the commands of Moses, and carefully appointed singers 

and musicians from among the sons of Aaron to “raise the 

voice with a resounding cry!” Later revelation tells us that 

these appointments were not arbitrary, but based upon the 

commandment of God (2 Chron. 29:25).   

The happy result of David’s carefulness is summed up in 

verse 26.  There we are told that God, who broke out in wrath 

against Uzzah, now “helped the Levites who bore the ark of 

the covenant.”  All that was required for God’s blessing was 

conformity to His Word.  The fact that the Levites responded 

to God’s “help” by offering sacrifices indicates that they 

understood that their obedience did not merit God’s favor, 

but was rather an outworking of His redemptive grace which 

centered in Christ’s substitutionary offering.   

Another important observation here is that the strict 

obedience of Israel on this occasion did not quench their joy.  

It is often argued by opponents of the Regulative Principle of 

Worship that such carefulness in approaching God only 

according to His prescribed commands results in a joyless 

worship experience.  Nothing could be further from the truth!  

The discovery of their previous sin, and the care taken as a 

result, only added to the exultation of David and Israel when 

the ark was ushered to the place that was prepared for it.   

The idea that obedience kills the joy of God’s people is 

one of Satan’s best means of encouraging rebellion.  God’s 

people should know better! It was Michal, the daughter of 

Saul and the wife of David, who despised the king in her 

heart for showing “too much exuberance” in the celebration 

of God’s gracious presence.   
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The singing of Psalms was introduced into 
the public worship of God’s people at a set 
time, by His command.  

(1 Chronicles 16:1-8) 
 

When the ark of God finally rested in the tabernacle that 

David had prepared for it, further appointments were made 

among Levites “to commemorate, to thank, and to praise the 

LORD God of Israel.”  We can be certain that these new 

functions were not created without divine authority.  The 

same respect to God’s appointed ordinances was to be held 

before the ark in its permanent resting place as was required 

in its transportation.   

It is inconceivable that David, who had just learned the 

lesson of God’s zeal for His worship to be conducted 

according to His appointed ordinances alone – a lesson that 

was underscored by the fearful outbreak of divine wrath 

against Uzzah for transgressing God’s commands – would 

immediately take it upon himself to introduce new offices, 

ordinances, and functions among the priesthood without a 

divine command to do so. 

In addition, it becomes clear in this passage that the Lord 

was introducing through David various changes in the formal 

worship of His people.  The author of The True Psalmody 

notes: “In the worship of the ancient tabernacle, according to 

the appointment of Moses, the Israelites were directed to 

express their joy in God, by blowing with trumpets at the 

time of offering the sacrifices.  But in connection with the 

offering of sacrifice, David introduced the singing of praise.  

By his direction the Levites were numbered and distributed 

into classes, that among other services connected with the 

worship of the temple, they might ‘stand every morning to 

thank and praise the Lord, and likewise at evening’ (1 Chron. 

23:30)… And that these regulations in the worship of God 

and in the service of His temple, were made, not by his own 

private authority, but by divine direction, we have sufficient 

evidence.”   

Through David, who is identified as a divinely-inspired 

prophet, God was adding to the ordinances of His worship.  
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In none of these things did David act on his own initiative.  

He was merely carrying out the commands of the Lord.  A 

brief survey of Israel’s history will bear this out… 

From the time that the pattern for the Tabernacle was 

revealed to Moses, through the wilderness wanderings of the 

Israelites in the desert, and after their entrance into the 

promised land, throughout the long period of the Judges, the 

reign of Saul, and part of David’s reign, it is clear that there 

was no instrumental music in the services of the Tabernacle – 

God gave no command regarding them. It is not until David 

begins to make preparations for the Temple construction that 

we find the first mention of musical instruments being used 

in the services of worship.  

John Girardeau observes: “This is a noteworthy fact. 

Although David was a lover of instrumental music, and 

himself a performer upon the harp, it was not until some time 

after his reign had begun that this order of things was 

changed, and, as we shall see, changed by divine command. 

Let us hear the scriptural record (1 Chron. 23:1-6): "So when 

David was old and full of days, he made Solomon his son 

king over Israel. And he gathered together all the princes of 

Israel, with the priests and the Levites. Now the Levites were 

numbered by the age of thirty years and upward: and their 

number by their polls, man by man, was thirty and eight 

thousand; of which twenty and four thousand were to set 

forward the work of the house of the Lord; and six thousand 

were officers and judges: moreover four thousand were 

porters; and four thousand praised the Lord with the 

instruments which I made, said David, to praise therewith. 

And David divided them into courses among the sons of 

Levi, namely, Gershon, Kohath and Merari."  

Now, how did David come to make this alteration in the 

Mosaic order which had been established by divine 

revelation? For the answer let us again consult the sacred 

record (1 Chron. 28:11-13, 19): "Then David gave to 

Solomon his son the pattern of the porch, and of the houses 

thereof, and of the treasuries thereof, and of the upper 

chambers thereof, and of the inner parlours thereof, and of 

the place of the mercy-seat, and the pattern of all that he had 

by the Spirit, of the courts of the house of the Lord, and of all 
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the chambers round about, of the treasuries of the house of 

God, and of the treasuries of the dedicated things: also for the 

courses of the priests and the Levites, and for all the work of 

the service of the house of the Lord, and for all the vessels of 

service in the house of the Lord.... All this, said David, the 

Lord made me understand in writing by his hand upon me, 

and all the works of this pattern." 2 Chron. 29:25-26: "And 

he [Solomon] set the Levites in the house of the Lord with 

cymbals, with psalteries, and with harps, according to the 

commandment of David, and of Gad the king's seer, and of 

Nathan the prophet: for so was the commandment of the Lord 

by his prophets."  

In the light of these statements of God's word, several 

things are made evident, which challenge our serious 

attention. First, instrumental music never was divinely 

warranted as an element in the tabernacle worship until 

David received inspired instructions to introduce it, as 

preparatory to the transition which was about to be effected 

to the more elaborate ritual of the temple. Secondly, when the 

temple was to be built and its order of worship to be 

instituted, David received a divine revelation in regard to it, 

just as Moses had concerning the tabernacle with its 

ordinances. Thirdly, this direct revelation to David was 

enforced upon Solomon, and upon the priests and Levites, by 

inspired communications touching the same subject from the 

prophets Gad and Nathan. Fourthly, instrumental music 

would not have been constituted an element in the temple 

worship, had not God expressly authorized it by his 

command. The public worship of the tabernacle, up to the 

time when it was to be merged into the temple, had been a 

stranger to it, and so great an innovation could have been 

accomplished only by divine authority. God's positive 

enactment grounded the propriety of the change.  

Is it not clear that the great principle, that whatsoever is 

not commanded by God, either expressly or impliedly, in 

relation to the public worship of his house, is forbidden, 

meets here a conspicuous illustration? The bearing of all this 

upon the Christian church is as striking as it is obvious. If, 

under a dispensation dominantly characterized by external 

appointments, instrumental music could not be introduced 
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into the worship of God's sanctuary, except in consequence 

of a warrant furnished by him, how can a church, existing 

under the far simpler and more spiritual dispensation of the 

gospel, venture, without such a warrant, to incorporate it into 

its public services?  

It has thus been shown, by a direct appeal to the 

scriptures, that during all the protracted period in which the 

tabernacle was God's sanctuary, the great principle was 

enforced, that only what God commands is permitted, and 

what he does not command is forbidden, in the public 

worship of his house. Moses with all his wisdom, the Judges 

with all their intrepidity, Saul with all his waywardness and 

self-will, David the sweet psalmist of Israel with all his skill 

in the musical art, did not, any of them, venture to violate that 

principle, and introduce into the public services of God's 

house the devices of their imagination or the inventions of 

their taste. The lesson is certainly impressive, coming, as it 

does, from that distant age; and it behooves those who live in 

a dispensation this side of the cross of Calvary and the day of 

Pentecost to show cause, beyond a peradventure, why they 

are discharged from the duty of obedience to the divine will 

in this vitally important matter.” 

Matthew Henry has this interesting note regarding 

David’s introduction of priestly singers: “This way of 

praising God by musical instruments had not hitherto been in 

use. But David, being a prophet, instituted it by divine 

direction, and added it to the other carnal ordinances of that 

dispensation, as the apostle calls them, Heb. ix. 10. The New 

Testament keeps up singing of psalms, but has not appointed 

church-music.” 

There is, in all of this history, a pronounced concern for 

the purity of God’s worship, a purity that was in David’s case 

guaranteed by the fact that he produced his psalms by a 

special gift of the Spirit. In fact, there is a clear connection 

between the composition and oversight of worship songs and 

the gift of prophetic inspiration that appears throughout 

Chronicles. The specific function of the Temple singers is 

denoted in 1 Chronicles 25:1-6 by the verb “to prophesy,” 

indicating that the author of Chronicles considered the 

singing of praise to be the outcome of prophetic inspiration. 
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Further, a number of the chief Temple musicians are given 

prophetic titles.  Heman, the first of the three chief Levites to 

whom David entrusted the conduct of the vocal and 

instrumental music of the sanctuary, is described as “the 

king’s seer to lift up the horn according to the words of God” 

(1 Chron. 25:5).  The significance of this title appears from 

the fact that the terms “seer” and “prophet” were virtually 

synonymous.   

The case of Heman is not exceptional. Prophetic titles 

and roles are consistently attributed to the chief Temple 

musicians and singers.  Asaph, appointed by David over the 

service of song, and by Solomon over the temple service, is 

called “Asaph the seer.”  Jeduthun, another chief temple 

singer, is also called a “seer.”  There was no freelancing 

going on here with regard to the development of the temple 

service and the incorporation of music into the worship of 

God’s people.  Instead, it is emphasized throughout that the 

Lord was instituting particular changes by divine inspiration, 

through the agency and under the oversight of inspired 

prophets, with the intention of establishing these changes as 

an authorized part of His prescribed worship. 

In support of this, we are told in 1 Chronicles 16:7 that 

David first delivered a particular Psalm to Asaph and his 

brethren among the Levites on the occasion of the settling of 

the ark in Jerusalem.  The word “first” clearly indicates that 

this song of praise was intended to be used repeatedly in the 

service of praise.  The word “delivered” indicates that it was 

committed to one who had been given authority in this area 

and was to be received and compiled together with other 

songs of praise for use in God’s worship.  Thus we see that 

the composition and inclusion of particular songs in the 

worship assemblies of God’s people was not a matter of 

human innovation but of particular divine commandment, 

which alone determines what is to be done in public worship.  

Michael Bushell applies this observation against the use 

of uninspired songs: “The conclusion is unavoidable that the 

musical aspect of the services of worship in Old Testament 

times was carefully directed by a group of inspired Temple 

officers whose delegated task it was to oversee such things.  

This in itself ought to be a sufficient answer to the question 



Chapter 13 – Worship in 1 Chronicles  

 129 

of whether any but inspired songs were ever sung in the 

Temple.  If uninspired songs were ever sung in the Temple, it 

was never done with divine approval or sanction, and the fact 

that the Psalter eventually became the exclusive manual of 

praise in the Temple services proves beyond any doubt that, 

if such songs were ever for whatever reason admitted into the 

Temple services, they were not perpetuated.  If the Psalter 

provides us with a model of the songs that were used in the 

Temple services, as it most surely does, then it shows us 

quite clearly that the main criterion for their inclusion in 

those services was their inspiration and divine authority.” 

  

Instrumental Music was a typical and 
temporary element of the worship of the 
Temple. (1 Chronicles 23:1-6; 25:1-8) 

 

It is beyond dispute that everything instituted by God in 

his worship is purposeful.  We may ask, then, for what 

purpose did God institute the Levitical use of musical 

instruments under David?  They were clearly not given to be 

used in the accompaniment of congregational singing, as 

pianos, guitars, and organs are used in many churches today.  

Their function was typical and symbolic, like the rest of the 

ceremonial service.   

1 Chronicles 25:1 tells us that the Levites were 

commanded to “prophesy” with the instruments of David, 

which indicates that they served a prophetic role in the 

service of the temple.  They foretold something that was yet 

to be fully revealed.  G.I. Williamson writes: “The whole 

system of ceremonial worship served as a ‘shadow of 

heavenly things’ (Heb. 8:5).  It was ‘a figure for the time then 

present’ (9:9), but a figure of something better in the future.  

In plain words, here the drama of the redemption was enacted 

symbolically… That is why sound effects, and a musical 

background are so important! It helps His Old Testament 

people (as children under age, Galatians 4) sense something 

more in these animal sacrifices than was actually there.  So, 

as the sacrifice was offered, the emotions of God’s people 

were stirred by this great cacophony of music.”   
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There were many elements of the Temple worship which 

foreshadowed not only the Person and work of Christ – who 

was to accomplish our salvation, but also the Person and 

work of the Holy Spirit – who was to apply Christ’s finished 

work to His people. Among these typical elements of the 

worship of the Old Testament Temple were… 

 

1.  The ceremonial washing with water 

2.  The anointing oil 

3.  The oil in the Golden Candlestick 

4.  The Feast of Pentecost (Firstfruits) 

5.  Instrumental music 

 

If instrumental music was a typical element of Israel’s 

worship – an element that has passed away with the 

fulfillment of the type – the question again arises, “What, 

specifically, was the instrumental music of the Temple 

designed to foreshadow?” Girardeau offers several possible 

answers to this important question… 

 

1. It was typical of Christ in His Person and offices 

2. It was typical of the use of instrumental music by the 

church in the  New Testament dispensation 

3. It was typical of the Holy Spirit in His Person and 

offices 

4. It was typical of some effect produced by the grace 

of the Holy Spirit 

 

 There is no conceivable sense in which the instruments 

employed in the Temple can be seen as types of either the 

Person and offices of Christ or the Holy Spirit. Further, it 

could not have typified the use of instrumental music in the 

New Testament church, since that would involve the 

absurdity of a thing typifying itself. We are left, then, with 

the fourth option – that the instrumental music of the Temple 

was a type of some effect that would be produced by the 

grace of the Holy Spirit when He was poured out in His 

fullness on the New Covenant people of God – namely, the 

spiritual and triumphant joy that would result from the 

fullness of the Spirit being poured out by Christ. 
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This opinion has been held by some of the greatest and 

most eminent theologians and scholars throughout the ages… 

 

John Calvin: "To sing the praises of God upon the harp and 

psaltery unquestionably formed a part of the training of the 

law and of the service of God under that dispensation of 

shadows and figures; but they are not now to be used in 

public thanksgiving… With respect to the tabret, harp, and 

psaltery, we have formerly observed, and will find it 

necessary afterwards to repeat the same remark, that the 

Levites, under the law, were justified in making use of 

instrumental music in the worship of God; it having been his 

will to train his people, while they were yet tender and like 

children, by such rudiments until the coming of Christ. But 

now, when the clear light of the gospel has dissipated the 

shadows of the law and taught us that God is to be served in a 

simpler form, it would be to act a foolish and mistaken part to 

imitate that which the prophet enjoined only upon those of 

his own time…We are to remember that the worship of God 

was never understood to consist in such outward services, 

which were only necessary to help forward a people as yet 

weak and rude in knowledge in the spiritual worship of God. 

A difference is to be observed in this respect between his 

people under the Old and under the New Testament; for now 

that Christ has appeared, and the church has reached full age, 

it were only to bury the light of the gospel should we 

introduce the shadow of a departed dispensation. From this it 

appears that the Papists, as I shall have occasion to show 

elsewhere, in employing instrumental music, cannot be said 

so much to imitate the practice of God's ancient people as to 

ape it in a senseless and absurd manner, exhibiting a silly 

delight in that worship of the Old Testament which was 

figurative and terminated with the gospel." 

 

Thomas Aquinas: "Instruments of music, such as harps and 

psalteries, the church does not adopt for divine praises, lest it 

should seem to Judaize." 
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Voetius argued against instrumental music in the New 

Testament church “Because it savours of Judaism, or a 

worship suited to a childish condition under the Old 

Testament economy; and there might with equal justice be 

introduced into the churches of the New Testament the bells 

of Aaron, the silver trumpets of the priests, the horns of the 

Jubilee, harps, psalteries and cymbals, with Levitical singers, 

and so the whole cultus of that economy, or the beggarly 

elements of the world, according to the words of the apostle 

in the fourth chapter of Galatians.” 

 

David Calderwood: "The PASTOR loveth no music in the 

house of God but such as edifieth, and stoppeth his ears at 

instrumental music, as serving for the pedagogy of the 

untoward Jews under the law, and being figurative of that 

spiritual joy whereunto our hearts should be opened under 

the gospel. The PRELATE loveth carnal and curious singing 

to the ear, more than the spiritual melody of the gospel, and 

therefore would have antiphony and organs in the cathedral 

kirks, upon no greater reason than other shadows of the law 

of Moses; or lesser instruments, as lutes, citherns and pipes 

might be used in other kirks." 

 

When the fulfillment comes, the prophetic type is no 

longer needed.  In fact, to continue the type is to deny its 

fulfillment. “Therefore by Him let us continually offer the 

sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of our lips, giving 

thanks to His name” (Heb. 13:15). 

 

The heavenly Temple has replaced the 
copies of the tabernacle and temple.  

(1 Chronicles 28:11-13, 19; Hebrews 8:1-6) 
 

Whenever new worship practices are introduced in 

Scripture, God makes it explicitly clear that He, and not man, 

is the source of the new additions.  As a prophet, King David 

received detailed plans from God concerning the pattern of 

the temple and its worship.  The Bible emphasizes the fact 

that these things were revealed by divine inspiration.  
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Nothing relating to the worship of God is ever the result of 

human imagination.  The pattern revealed to David received 

no further alterations until the death of Jesus Christ.  It was 

based upon the pattern of the “heavenly tabernacle,” and all 

of its intricate details were fulfilled in Him, thus putting an 

end to them.  This is what the author of Hebrews means when 

he says that Jesus “has obtained a more excellent ministry.”  

Gone are all of the physical elements, which were mere 

shadows of heavenly realities.  In Christ, we worship in spirit 

and in truth… Let us do so with fullness of joy! 
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Chapter 14 
Worship in 2 Chronicles 

 

Though sporadic reforms mark the latter history of 

Judah, the people continually reverted to their former sins, 

forsaking God’s commandments and worshipping after the 

desires of their own hearts.  In the contrast, we are shown the 

nature of pure worship against the backdrop of its corruption. 

 

Even the wisdom of Solomon cannot add to 
God’s ordinances. (2 Chronicles 7:1-22) 

 

The record of 2 Chronicles takes up the history of God’s 

people with the reign of Solomon, the son of David.  The first 

nine chapters of this book record the events of Solomon’s 

reign, with particular attention given to his construction and 

dedication of the Temple of the Lord in Jerusalem.  Through 

David and Solomon, God revealed the particular details of 

His worship which would remain in place for the remainder 

of Israel’s history.   

We have already noted that every detail of the worship of 

Israel was made known by direct revelation from God, and 

His Word was to be carefully followed.  No place was given 

to human creativity in determining when, where, or how God 

was to be approached by His people. 

This is an important fact to be noted, since some insist 

that while the strict regulation of Old Testament temple 

worship was necessary because of the particular typological 

significance of the service, the New Testament Church is no 

longer bound by such particularity and is therefore free to 

express creativity and innovation in the worship of God. The 

simple fact of the matter is that not a single example of such 

alleged creativity in the elements of worship can be found in 

the New Testament Scriptures.   

Where is all of the outworking of creativity produced by 

this greater enlightenment?  Where are the choruses and the 

orchestras? Where are the dramatic presentations and the 

performances of “special music”?  Should we not expect, if 

the advocates of this greater license in the elements of 
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worship are correct, to find the apostles encouraging and 

even leading the way in the implementation of appropriate 

additions to the service of worship among the churches they 

founded?  Yet we find not one example of such things. What 

is found, instead, is a simple spiritual worship, stripped of all 

of the outward and typological elements of the Old 

Testament ceremonies, yet still perfectly regulated by the 

revealed will of God with no allowance for human 

innovation, which the apostles condemned as “will-worship.” 

It is often implied in the arguments of those who 

advocate creativity in worship that believers under the New 

Covenant possess a superior wisdom and spirituality to that 

of their Old Testament counterparts, and are therefore better 

equipped to determine what innovations in worship are 

appropriate and what are not.  Yet we may be sure that there 

is not a representative in all of the Church who rivals 

Solomon for wisdom.   

Early in 2 Chronicles we are told how it was that 

Solomon came to possess wisdom and judgment that far 

exceeded any other man, and would be excelled only by 

Christ Himself.  Solomon’s wisdom was a gift from the Lord, 

bestowed upon him by divine grace.  When God offered to 

grant him anything he desired, Solomon asked not for fame 

or wealth, but for wisdom in order to govern God’s people 

well.  This was a humble request, and in response God gave 

him what he asked for, as well as what he didn’t seek.  

Solomon thus learned the relationship between humility and 

wisdom, which he would later sum up in these words: “The 

fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.”   

The application of this lesson to worship is seen in the 

fact that Solomon, for all of his wisdom, did not presume to 

add anything to the worship of God that he had not received 

from His father David, and thus by Divine inspiration.  He 

did not presume, as many do today, that he was wise enough 

to determine how God should be approached.  He knew that 

the first act of wisdom was to acknowledge his own 

ignorance of spiritual truth, and submit his heart to pursue 

obedience to God’s Word.  This is a lesson that needs to be 

understood today by those who presume that they are wise 

enough to determine for themselves what is or is not pleasing 
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to God in His worship.  Fear the Lord, and do according to 

all that He has commanded, for this is your wisdom. 

 

Pride is at the heart of false worship.  

(2 Chronicles 11:13-17; 12:1-12) 

 

After the death of Solomon, his son Rehoboam provoked 

the people by his harsh policies, leading to the division of the 

kingdom.  The ten northern tribes followed Jeroboam, the son 

of Nebat, while the two southern tribes remained loyal to 

David’s house.  2 Chronicles tells us that the priests and 

Levites from the northern tribes defected to Judah because 

Jeroboam and his sons rejected them.  Jeroboam appointed 

his own priests who would be loyal to his high places and not 

seek to convince the people of the importance of God’s 

appointed worship in Jerusalem. Rehoboam’s hand was 

strengthened by the presence of these godly priests who were 

willing to forsake their common lands and possessions in 

order to obey the Lord’s commands.  God blesses those who 

obey.  

Another essential truth is highlighted here.  Jesus said, 

“whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and he who 

humbles himself will be exalted” (Matthew 23:12).  Applied 

to worship, humility is the willingness to approach God as He 

commands, rather than according to one’s own preferences.  

It is prideful presumption to approach Him according to 

one’s own designs, as the testimony of Scripture amply 

demonstrates. 

For three years, Rehoboam’s kingdom was blessed 

because of the humility of the faithful priests who understood 

this truth.  But we are told that “when Rehoboam had 

established the kingdom and had strengthened himself… he 

forsook the law of the Lord, and all Israel along with him.”  

It was nothing but pride which led the king to depart from the 

commands of the Lord and pursue his own pattern of 

worship, like that in the northern kingdom.  God humbled 

him by sending Shishak king of Egypt against Jerusalem 

“because they had transgressed against the Lord.”  He also 

sent Shemiah the prophet to underscore the message: “You 
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have forsaken Me, and therefore I have left you in the hand 

of Shishak.”  The result of this judgment was that “the 

leaders of Israel and the king humbled themselves,” and 

God’s wrath was removed.   

But the deliverance was not total.  Though the nation 

would not be destroyed, God determined that Rehoboam and 

his subjects would continue to be servants of Shishak… Note 

carefully the reason God gives: “that they may distinguish 

My service from the service of the kingdoms of the nations.”  

The word “service” here points to an all-important truth. The 

Hebrew word abodah, here translated “service,” refers to the 

activities that were to be done in God’s worship according to 

His explicit commands. 

 

“And their brethren, the Levites, were appointed to every 

kind of service of the tabernacle of the house of God.” (1 

Chronicles 6:48) 

 

“…also for the division of the priests and the Levites, for all 

the work of the service of the house of the LORD, and for all 

the articles of service in the house of the LORD.” (1 

Chronicles 28:13) 

 

“Also the burnt offerings were in abundance, with the fat of 

the peace offerings and with the drink offerings for every 

burnt offering. So the service of the house of the LORD was 

set in order.” (2 Chronicles 29:35) 

 

There is a contrast, then, in God’s word of rebuke to the 

people, between His “service” and the “service of the 

kingdoms of the nations.” God’s worship is placed in the 

context of submission, obedience and conformity to His 

authoritative Word. Those who refuse to serve Him choose 

submission, obedience and conformity to the constraining 

authority of men.  

Here is an indispensable lesson:  Every man is a servant, 

either of God or of men.  Those who pridefully reject 

obedience to God do not become a law unto themselves, but 

rather become subject to the laws of men.  Rehoboam’s 



Chapter 14 – Worship in 2 Chronicles  

 139 

rejection of God’s laws of worship only made him the 

servant of man’s laws of worship.  Thus, false worship 

inescapably involves the subjection of the conscience to the 

laws of mere men, which are far more oppressive than God’s 

laws.  We too must learn to distinguish the difference. 

 

The Church is strengthened through 
conformity to God’s laws. 

(2 Chronicles 17:1-19) 
 

The reign of Rehoboam was followed by that of his son 

Abijah, who came under attack from Jeroboam, but prevailed 

because he trusted in the Lord and had the true priests of God 

on his side.  After him, his son Asa reigned in Judah.  Asa 

was initially blessed because “he did what was good and 

right in the eyes of the Lord his God.”   

Negatively, he removed the foreign altars and high 

places, broke down the sacred pillars and wooden images, 

removed Asa’s mother from her position of usurped authority 

and destroyed an obscene image of Asherah she had made.  

Positively, he commanded all Judah to seek the Lord and to 

observe the law and the commandment, under penalty of 

death.  He restored the altar of the Lord in the Temple, and 

led the people into a covenant to seek the Lord with all their 

heart and with all their soul.  He saw a great victory against a 

million-man army of Ethiopians because he had confidence 

in the power of God to save by many or by few.   

But later in his reign he lost that confidence and entered 

into a foolish alliance with the king of Syria for which he was 

chastised by the Lord.  He was followed by his son 

Jehoshaphat. “The Lord established the kingdom in his 

hands,” because he “walked in His commandments and not 

according to the acts of Israel.”  Israel’s acts were the acts of 

Jeroboam, who implemented his own time, place, manner, 

and authority over worship.  Jehoshaphat “took delight in the 

ways of the Lord” and sought to ensure the conformity of the 

people to God’s commands by sending his leaders, along 

with certain Levites and priests, throughout the cities of 

Judah to teach the law.  As a result, “the fear of the Lord fell 
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on all the kingdoms of the lands that were around Judah and 

they did not make war against Jehoshaphat.”   

A clear connection can be observed between conformity 

to God’s law of worship and the strength of a people.  If the 

Church today is to be restored to her former strength and 

glory, it must begin with a reformation of worship according 

to God’s commands, through careful and systematic 

instruction leading to heartfelt obedience. But strength and 

glory must be understood in terms of God’s view, rather than 

the view of the world.  

  

God alone sets the boundaries of worship.  

(2 Chronicles 26:1-5; 16-21) 
 

The record of each successive king in Judah reinforces 

the point that God requires complete conformity to His laws 

concerning worship, and blesses or judges a people on the 

basis of their faithfulness to Him in these matters.  All else 

flows out of the fundamental question of whether or not the 

people of God will humbly submit themselves to Him in His 

own house.  This point is further strengthened when we come 

to the summary of the reign of Uzziah, of whom we are told, 

“as long as he sought the Lord, God made him prosper.”  

Yet, like Rehoboam, it seems that pride entered the heart of 

Uzziah for “when he was strong his heart was lifted up to his 

destruction, for he transgressed against the Lord his God by 

entering the temple of the Lord to burn incense on the altar.”   

John Girardeau notes, “God had given no warrant to a 

king to act as priest, and Uzziah arrogantly undertook, 

without such a warrant, to discharge sacerdotal [priestly] 

functions.”  Azariah the priest, along with eighty other 

valiant priests, immediately saw the danger of this thing.  

They rushed in after Uzziah and ordered him out of the 

sanctuary, charging him with “trespassing” against the Lord.  

In other words, Uzziah crossed the boundaries established by 

God.  When confronted, he grew angry.  After all, he was the 

king, and no meddling priests were going to order him 

around.  One wonders how Uzziah would have responded to 

one of his own subjects who presumptuously intruded into 
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his royal court without following the official protocol.  Men 

of high rank expect a certain degree of decorum and respect 

to be paid to them by those who come into their presence.  To 

presume to approach a king without due regard to the 

prescribed protocol would be universally regarded as an act 

of arrogant presumption. And yet men insist that they are 

entitled to draw near to the Holy God of heaven and earth in 

any way that seems pleasing to them! God backed up the 

priests, striking the king with leprosy for his arrogant 

presumption.  At this, we are told that Uzziah “hurried to get 

out, because the Lord has struck him.”   

The account of Uzziah is yet one more example of the 

principle that we have been seeking to establish: No man has 

the right to trespass in God’s house by adding to or taking 

from His commands. 

 

Pure worship is centered upon Christ.  

(2 Chronicles 29:1-36) 
 

In contrast to the constant trespassing of the kings and 

people of Judah, we are furnished with a glorious and 

instructive example of the restoration of pure worship under 

the reign of Hezekiah in 2 Chronicles 29.  A few main points 

should be observed.   

First, it began with the recognition that the people had 

sinfully trespassed against the Lord.  What were the sins of 

the people? 

 

1. Our fathers have trespassed [acted unfaithfully, 

treacherously] 

2. They have done evil in the eyes of the LORD our God 

3. They have forsaken Him 

4. They have turned away their faces from His habitation 

and given Him the back. 

5. They have shut up the doors of the porch - “So He 

brought me into the inner court of the LORD's house; 

and there, at the door of the temple of the LORD, 

between the porch and the altar, were about twenty-

five men with their backs toward the temple of the 
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LORD and their faces toward the east, and they were 

worshiping the sun toward the east.” (Ezekiel 8:16) 

6. They have put out the lamps 

7. They do not burn incense or present any burnt 

offerings at the sanctuary of the God of Israel 

 

Second, it involved a careful preparation, in which all of 

the man-made impurities (“rubbish”) were purged from the 

Temple, while the neglected elements of worship were 

restored to their rightful place.   

Third, the worship service was arranged according to 

God’s explicit commands (vs. 25).  Even the musical 

instruments of David were used as prescribed, only in 

connection with the burnt offering (vs. 27-28), while the 

psalms of David continued after the sacrifice (vs. 29).   

Fourth, the entire service centered around the offering of 

the prescribed sacrifices, thus highlighting the centrality of 

Christ, which was obscured by all of the innovations which 

the kings and people had added to God’s worship. 

That same centrality of Christ’s finished work is to be the 

hallmark of the worship of the New Testament Church.  With 

all of the aesthetic accouterments of the ceremonial and 

sacrificial system stripped away, the Church is left to behold 

Christ in the reading and preaching of the Word – in the 

singing of the Psalms – in the prayers of the saints – and in 

the sacraments of the New Covenant.  To add once again 

such aesthetic elements as were necessary under the Old 

Covenant is to obscure the centrality of Christ just as much 

as the omission of these elements was during the time of their 

necessity.   When the purity of God’s worship is restored, all 

human innovations give way before Christ, the Living Word. 

As we come to the close of Israel’s history up to the point 

of the captivity of Judah and the destruction of the Temple in 

Jerusalem, we offer the concluding remarks of Dr. Girardeau: 

 

“The mighty principle has thus been established, by an 

appeal to the didactic statements of God’s word, and to 

special instances recorded in scriptural history, that a divine 

warrant is required for everything in the faith and practice of 

the Church, that whatsoever is not in the Scriptures 
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commanded, either explicitly or by good and necessary 

consequence, is forbidden.  The special application of this 

principle to the worship of God, as illustrated in the concrete 

examples which have been furnished, cannot escape the least 

attentive observation.  God is seen manifesting a most 

vehement jealousy in protecting the purity of His worship.  

Any attempt to assert the judgment, the will, the taste of man 

apart from the express warrant of his Word, and to introduce 

into his worship human inventions, devices and methods, was 

overtaken by immediate retribution and rebuked by the 

thunderbolts of his wrath.  Nor need we wonder at this; for 

the service which the creature professes to render to God 

reaches its highest and most formal expression in the worship 

which is offered him.  In this act the majesty of the Most 

High is directly confronted.  The worshipper presents himself 

face to face with the infinite Sovereign of heaven and earth, 

and assumes to lay at his feet the sincerest homage of the 

heart.  In the performance of such an act to violate divine 

appointments or transcend divine prescription, to affirm the 

reason of a sinful creature against the wisdom, the will of a 

sinful creature against the authority, of God, is deliberately to 

flaunt an insult in his face, and to hurl an indignity against 

his throne.  What else would follow but the flash of divine 

indignation?  It is true that in the New Testament 

dispensation the same swift and visible arrest of this sin is 

not the ordinary rule.  But the patience and forbearance of 

God can constitute no justification of its commission.  Its 

punishment, if it be not repented of, is only deferred.  

‘Because sentence against an evil work is not executed 

speedily, therefore the heart of the sons of men is fully set in 

them to do evil;’ while the delayed justice of God is 

gathering to itself indignation to burst forth like an 

overwhelming tempest in the dreadful day of wrath. 

 “The principle that has been emphasized is in direct 

opposition to that maintained by Romanists and Prelatists, 

and I regret to say by lax Presbyterians, that what is not 

forbidden in the Scriptures is permitted.  The Church of 

England, in her twentieth article, concedes to the church ‘a 

power to decree rites and ceremonies,’ with this limitation 

alone upon its exercise, ‘that it is not lawful for the church to 
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ordain anything that is contrary to God’s written word.’  The 

principle of the discretionary power of the church in regard 

to things not commanded by Christ in his Word, was the 

chief fountain from which flowed the gradually increasing 

tide of corruptions that swept the Latin church into apostasy 

from the Gospel of God’s grace.  And as surely as causes 

produce their appropriate effects, and history repeats itself in 

obedience to that law, any Protestant church which embodies 

that principle in its creed is destined, sooner or later, to 

experience a similar fate.  The same, too, may be affirmed of 

a church which formally rejects it and practically conforms to 

it.  The reason is plain.  The only bridle that checks the 

degenerating tendency of the Church – a tendency manifested 

in all ages – is the Word of God: for the Spirit of grace 

Himself ordinarily operates only in connection with that 

Word.  If this restraint be discarded, the downward lapse is 

sure.  The words of the great theologian, John Owen – and 

the British Isles have produced no greater – are solemn and 

deserve to be seriously pondered: ‘The principle that the 

church hath power to institute any thing or ceremony 

belonging to the worship of God, either as to matter or 

manner, beyond the observance of such circumstances as 

necessarily attend such ordinances as Christ himself has 

instituted, lies at the bottom of all the horrible superstition 

and idolatry, of all the confusion, blood, persecution and 

wars that have for so long a season spread themselves over 

the face of the Christian world.’ 

 “In view of such considerations as these, confirmed, 

as they are, by the facts of all past history, it is easy to see 

how irrelevant and baseless is the taunt flung by high 

churchmen, ritualists and latitudinarians of every stripe 

against the maintainers of the opposite principle, that they are 

narrow-minded bigots who take delight in insisting upon 

trivial details.  The truth is exactly the other way.  The 

principle upon which this cheap ridicule is cast is simple, 

broad, majestic.  It affirms only the things that God has 

commanded, the institutions and ordinances that he has 

prescribed, and besides this, discharges only a negative office 

which sweeps away every trifling invention of man’s 

meretricious fancy.  It is not the supporters of this principle, 
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but their opponents, who delight in insisting upon crossings, 

genuflexions and bowings to the east, upon vestments, altars 

and candles, upon organs and cornets, and ‘the dear 

antiphonies that so bewitch their prelates and their chapters 

with the goodly echo they make;’ in fine, upon all that finical 

trumpery which, inherited from the woman clothed in scarlet, 

marks the trend backward to the Rubicon and the seven-

hilled mart of souls. 

 “But whatever others may think or do, Presbyterians 

cannot forsake this principle without the guild of defection 

from their own venerable standards and from the testimonies 

sealed by the blood of their fathers.  Among the principles 

that the Reformers extracted from the rubbish of corruption 

and held up to light again, none were more comprehensive, 

far-reaching and profoundly reforming than this.  It struck at 

the root of every false doctrine and practice, and demanded 

the restoration of the true.  Germany has been infinitely the 

worse because of Luther’s failure to apply it to the full.  

Calvin enforced it more fully.  The great French Protestant 

Church, with the exception of retaining a liturgical relic of 

popery, gave it a grand application, and France suffered an 

irreparable loss when she dragooned almost out of existence 

the body that maintained it.  John Knox stamped it upon the 

heart of the Scottish Church, and it constituted the glory of 

the English Puritans.  Alas!  That it is passing into decadence 

in the Presbyterian churches of England, Scotland and 

America.  What remains but that those who will see it, and 

cling to it as to something dearer than life itself, should 

continue to utter, however feebly, however inoperatively, 

their unchanging testimony to its truth?  It is the acropolis of 

the church’s liberties, the palladium of her purity.  That gone, 

nothing will be left to hope, but to strain its gaze towards the 

dawn of the millennial day.  Then – we are entitled to expect 

– a more thorough-going and glorious reformation will be 

effected than any that has blessed the church and the world 

since the magnificent propagation of Christianity by the 

labors of the inspired apostles themselves.” 
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Chapter 15 
Worship in Ezra 

 

Because of the steady departure of the people of God 

from true worship according to His explicit commands, and 

the moral decline that invariably resulted, the nation of Judah 

was overthrown by the Babylonians and the remnant that 

remained were taken captive for seventy years.  At the end of 

that time, according to God’s promise, the remnant was 

permitted to return to Jerusalem.   

The books of Ezra and Nehemiah record the events 

surrounding this return from captivity.  The very first order 

of business upon their return was to be the rebuilding of the 

Temple, which God enabled by stirring up the heart of Cyrus. 

 

The Temple is central to God’s design for 
worship. (Ezra 1:1-11) 

 

The centrality of the Temple and of the pure worship of 

God is at the core of Ezra’s message.  The importance of the 

Temple lies in the fact that worship itself presupposes a 

Mediator between the Holy God and His fallen people.  The 

functions of the priesthood and the symbolism of the altar all 

pointed to Christ and the reality of the Heavenly Temple, 

upon which the temple in Jerusalem was modeled.  Man 

cannot approach God on his own terms, but must always 

draw near according to God’s own provision.  The corruption 

of worship, which included the introduction of many 

elements invented by the hearts of men, distorted the truth of 

God’s sovereignty and therefore tarnished the image of 

Christ so beautifully illustrated in God’s commanded 

worship.   

Some have argued that the strictness of the regulation of 

Old Testament worship was the result of the nature of the 

worship of that period, which was outward and typical.  

Because the visible elements of worship pointed to Christ in 

specific ways, it was necessary that they be rigidly regulated 

and observed.  The conclusion is offered that now that the 

fulfillment of these outward elements has been revealed in 
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Christ, there is no further need for strict regulation of the 

elements of worship.  The New Testament Church is left, 

more or less, to its own discretion, in designing the particular 

elements of worship, so long as nothing is done that blatantly 

contradicts the broad principles of the Word of God. 

This conclusion, however popular and accepted in 

modern evangelical Christianity, is false.  The Temple 

remains the central focus of worship under Christ.  It is not, 

however, the earthly temple, but the Heavenly Sanctuary, 

which provides the context for New Testament worship, as 

the Scriptures, and particularly the books of Hebrews and 

Revelation, clearly teaches. 

An excellent treatment of the relationship between the 

worship of the Old Covenant, with its emphasis upon the 

physical and typical Temple, and the worship of the New 

Covenant, with its emphasis upon the heavenly and spiritual 

Temple can be found in an essay by Sherman Isbell in the 

book Worship in the Presence of God.  Permit me to include 

a portion of the conclusion of this article: 

 

“Truly there was a glory and a beauty in Old 

Testament worship, a beauty attached to the seat of 

worship where the Levitical priests ministered. 

There is a corresponding glory which attaches to the 

seat of New Testament worship.  What can excel the 

glory of the exalted Christ entering heaven itself, now to 

appear in the presence of God for us, continuing forever 

with an unchangeable priesthood?  As with the Old 

Testament, the glory of the New Testament worship is the 

glory of its priest.  But while the glory of the Levitical 

priests is a symbolism in outward pomp and aesthetic 

display, the glory of Christ’s priesthood is its efficacy to 

purge the conscience of sin and to constitute the ungodly 

righteous.  The OT symbols were unable to put away sin, 

and their very repetition was a reminder of sins 

unremoved.  The Levitical priesthood had inadequacy 

written all over it.  How superior is the glory of the priest 

who finished the work the Father had given him to do, 

who consequently has been given authority to give eternal 

life to many, and who could look to the Father to glorify 
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Him with the glory He had with the Father before the 

world was!… 

When the Levitical priesthood was superseded by the 

coming of Christ, there was also a termination of the 

gifts, sacrifices and temple ordinances of which the old 

priesthood was the focus.  Not everything in the OT 

forms of worship is still appointed for use in the church 

today; much was imposed until the time of reformation, 

when an effectual sacrifice would displace the old forms.  

The old order passed away with the accomplishment of 

Christ’s mediatory work. 

What is it of the temple worship which is gone 

forever?  Substantial elements like prayer are continued 

in the NT Scriptures.  But what of the permanence of a 

temple structure, the priestly garments, the animal 

sacrifices, the lavish overlay of gold, and the instrumental 

and vocal choirs?  None of these is continued in the NT 

record of the church. 

The temple, with its altar, sacrifice, priest and many 

fixtures, was a shadow of the good things to come, but 

Jesus Christ is the substance.  He Himself is the 

fulfillment of all that they typologically depicted.  The 

strength of Christ’s offering was to dissolve the Mosaic 

institutions, and to introduce new ordinances of worship 

for the Church.  The old forms pictorially represented the 

glory and efficacy of the new covenant priest.  Now we 

have in heaven the reality of Christ’s glorious entrance 

into the throne room, rather than a shadow portrayal of it 

on earth. Though the picture show is abolished, and the 

glory of our worship is not visible to the eye, the power 

of the Spirit conforming us to the likeness of Christ, and 

the freedom of access to the presence within the veil, 

surpasses anything known in the OT forms of worship.  

The passing away of an aesthetic representation of 

Christ’s glory, in favor of the reality of His undimmed 

glory in the heavenly sanctuary, leaves a marked 

simplicity in the worship forms of the NT church.  But 

this is not a lesser glory, unless glory is measured by 

outward pomp rather than by redemptive blessings… 

Christ by His death has purchased for us a directness of 
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access, and a freedom from the typological pomp and 

ceremony of the Levitical priesthood… 

The beauty of NT worship is not produced by 

aesthetic display.  When a congregation tries to worship 

God by making a creative artistic program for its services, 

it is not only offering to God something He has not 

commanded and never sought, it is also failing to 

appreciate the nature of our access into God’s very 

presence in heaven which was won for us by the blood of 

Christ.  The glory of our worship is the glory which 

surrounds our priest in heaven.  Does that suffice us?  

The pomp of heaven is not to be independently recreated 

in a shadow on earth, for the shadows and copies (even 

those once authorized by God) have been abolished by 

the immeasurably superior.  We participate not in 

symbols but in the realities in heaven when we worship.  

The simplicity of NT forms of worship – the absence of 

outward pomp and aesthetic exhibition – speaks volumes.  

It tells of the complete reality of our entrance into the 

holiest of all in heaven.  We are no longer playing with 

models, but have come to the new Jerusalem itself.  NT 

worship is not an imaginative aesthetic production 

offered to God. 

The OT temple worship was a pictorial spectacle of 

the prefigured entrance of Christ into the true sanctuary.  

When what was foreshadowed has arrived, it is 

inconsistent to perpetuate the depiction of its awaited 

debut.  Are we being unduly fascinated with sensory 

displays like those of the temple?  A bride does not 

continue to hold wedding rehearsals after the marriage 

has taken place.  Now she has something better to enjoy, 

namely the actuality of the marriage relationship.  Or, as 

the Basil reformer Johannes Oecolampadius put it, the 

OT ceremonies were like the lighting of candles, which in 

the hours before dawn serve their own purpose.  But after 

the sun has risen in the morning and ascended to the 

height of its noonday position, it is a strange lack of 

appreciation for the sunshine when we continue to burn 

candles.  Appreciation for the efficacy of Christ’s 
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sacrifice should show itself by not seeking to return to a 

shadow notion of glory in worship.” 

 

The elaborate outward typology of the Old Testament 

temple has passed away, but this does not mean that New 

Testament worship is without typological significance.  Just 

as human innovation in the Old Testament temple corrupted 

the picture of the sufficiency of Christ’s work on behalf of 

His people, so the distortion of the spiritual simplicity of 

New Testament worship corrupts the truth that Christ has 

accomplished all that is necessary for the salvation of His 

people.   

Any time that man takes it upon himself to invent means 

of drawing near to God apart from His exclusive command, 

the sufficiency of Christ’s work is undermined.  Under the 

Old Covenant, the corruption of worship was seen in 

departing from the detailed form of worship in the earthly 

temple.  Under the New Covenant, the corruption of worship 

is seen in departing from the spiritual and simple worship 

commanded by God in the light of the Heavenly Temple. The 

glory of the New Covenant Temple is the glory of Christ 

Himself – a spiritual glory that is only obscured by outward, 

external, typical, ceremonial, and fleshly elements. 

But what about the singing of Psalms?   Weren’t they a 

part of the OT shadow and types?  Should they not also be 

put away as relics of the past, and replaced by songs more 

suited to express praise to God for the completed work of 

Christ? 

 

a. First, let the proponents of this argument produce a 

collection of songs more suited to praise the glory of Christ 

in all of the aspects of His Person and Work than the inspired 

collection of songs given by the Holy Spirit through the 

prophet David.  The great Baptist preacher John Gill writes, 

“It is queried, whether the book of Psalms is suitable to the 

present gospel dispensation, and proper to be sung in gospel 

churches. I answer, Nothing is more suitable to the gospel 

state, or more proper to be sung in the churches of Christ; 

since it is so full of prophecies concerning the person, 

offices, grace and kingdom of the Messiah; concerning his 
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sufferings, and death, his resurrection, ascension and session 

at the right hand of God; which are now more clearly 

understood, and are capable of being sung by believers, in a 

more evangelic manner than when they were first composed: 

Besides, this book is full of exceeding great and precious 

promises, as the ground of the faith and hope of God’s 

people; is a large fund of experience, a rich mine of gospel 

grace and truth, and is abundantly suited to every case, state 

and condition, the church of Christ, or a particular believer, is 

in at any time. A little care and prudence used in the choice 

of proper psalms, on particular occasions, would fully 

discover the truth of this.” 

 

b. Second, consider the fact that the singing of Psalms 

is clearly differentiated by the apostle Paul from the 

ceremonial aspects of the Old Covenant system.  John Gill 

observes: “When the ceremonial law, with all its instituted 

rites, was abolished, this duty of singing, remained in full 

force. The Apostle Paul, in his epistles written to the 

churches at Ephesus and Colosse, declares in the one, that the 

middle wall of partition, between Jew and Gentile, was 

broken down: Meaning the ceremonial law, and that which 

was the cause of enmity between both; even the law of 

commandments, contained in ordinances, was abolished 

(Eph. 2:14, 15). And in the other; says, Let no man judge you 

in meat or in drink, or in respect of an holy day, or the new 

moon, or of the sabbath day,, which are a shadow of things to 

come, but the body is of Christ (Colossians 2:16, 17); and 

yet, in both (Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16), exhorts them to sing 

psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs. Now it is not reasonable 

to suppose, that the same Apostle, in the same epistles, 

written to the same persons, should declare them disengaged 

from some things, and under obligation to regard others, if 

there equally belonged to the ceremonial law, and were alike 

peculiar to the Old Testament dispensation. 

 

c. Third, consider the fact that the passing away of the 

outward trappings of the Old Testament system does not 

necessitate the discontinuance of the basic elements 

prescribed by God.  Again, Gill is to the point: “To consider 
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another objection made against singing the psalms of David. 

The singing of these was formerly attended with. the use of 

musical instruments; such as the harp, timbrel, cymbals, and 

the like: If then they are to be sung now, why not with these 

instruments, as heretofore? and if these are disused, why 

should not singing it self? I reply, That the use of musical 

instruments was not essential to singing; therefore, tho’ these 

are laid aside, that continues. The Old Testament 

dispensation was a showy, gaudy, and pompous one, suited to 

the then infant state of the church; there were many 

ceremonious rites which attended the worship of God, even 

that part of it which was of a moral nature; which 

ceremonious rites, though now abolished, the worship being 

of a moral nature, remains in full force: As for instance; it 

was usual to burn incense at the time of prayer; now the use 

of incense, which was typical of the acceptance of the 

prayers of the saints, through the mediation of Christ, is laid 

aside; but the duty of prayer, being of a moral nature, 

continues: So the use of musical instruments, which attended 

the work of singing the praises of God, and was typical of 

inward spiritual melody, is at an end, when singing, being 

equally of a moral nature with prayer, is still obligatory. It is 

now sufficient, if, when we sing vocally, at the same time we 

make melody in our hearts to the Lord.”      

 

Restoration of true worship brings a 
mixture of joy and sadness. (Ezra 3:1-13) 

 

Under the leadership of Ezra the priest, true worship was 

restored in Jerusalem and the reconstruction of the Temple 

was begun.  Ezra understood that the true worship of God is 

foundational to the restoration of society, since man’s 

approach to God influences every other aspect of his thought 

and life.  Even the fear of violence from the surrounding 

nations did not distract the people from their religious 

services, indicating the priority that was placed upon worship 

in their estimation (vs. 3).   

The restoration of true worship must be the priority of 

the Church if there is to be any hope of regaining her former 
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glory and influence in the world.  Worship is not a peripheral 

issue, but the central element of the Church’s identity and 

mission.  Thus Ezra and the people set their hearts to 

restoring worship “according to the ordinance of David king 

of Israel.”   

The restoration of true worship under Ezra provoked a 

mixed reaction among the people.  The younger generation of 

returning captives was filled with joy at the commencement 

of restored worship, while the older generation wept with a 

loud voice because they had seen the glory of the former 

Temple.  Their hearts were broken by the realization of what 

had been lost.   

The restoration of true worship today should be 

accompanied not only by the joy that results from seeing 

God’s glory reestablished in the midst of His people, but also 

by a genuine and heartfelt sense of grief over the fact that His 

once-glorious worship has fallen into such a sad state of 

decline.  This grief is a necessary part of true repentance.  It 

should not, however, lead to despair but should give way to a 

lively hope that God will complete His work of restoration 

and glorify His name once more in the Church.   

The older generation under Ezra was later rebuked for 

“despising the day of small things” (Zech. 4:9-10).  They 

doubted whether the former glories could ever be restored. 

They were assured that the eyes of the Lord rejoiced to see 

the work of rebuilding commence. God calls us to mourn 

over the results of our sin, but then to set our hearts to the 

task of reformation with joyful confidence in His power to 

complete His purposes in the midst of His people.    

 

Restoration of true worship requires 
discernment. (Ezra 4:1-24) 

 

The “adversaries” mentioned in verse 1 of chapter 4 were 

people from various places who had been transplanted into 

Samaria, the area north of Judah, after the destruction of the 

northern kingdom of Israel in 722 B.C.  They were a mixed 

multitude, who worshipped many gods and incorporated 

worship of the Lord into their polytheism. As such, they 
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represented the syncretistic approach to worship which had 

led to the corruption and judgment of God’s people in the 

first place. Their participation in the reconstruction of 

worship, therefore, would have resulted in compromise and 

their influence would have tended to encourage a blend of 

man-made elements with the commanded ordinances of God. 

When they were excluded from the work, they determined to 

oppose the people of Judah and to discourage them in their 

labors.  This opposition reveals the self-serving attitude of 

their hearts – if we can’t add our bit to worship, then we will 

make your life difficult.    

An important principle is illustrated here.  Those who 

determine, in obedience to God’s word, to labor for the 

restoration of true worship will find it necessary to exercise 

discernment in the case of those who seek to join with them 

in their work.  Pragmatists and compromisers, who see no 

problem with adding a few human innovations to the worship 

of God, cannot be allowed to influence the work of 

reformation.  It is sometimes necessary to separate even from 

professed friends of the Church if they are manifestly 

opposed to the pure worship of God.  If they are told that 

their compromising tendencies can have no place in the 

restoration of the Church, those who do not repent and 

embrace the truth may set out to discourage the work, but 

their success – like that of Ezra’s adversaries – will be 

temporary and limited.  

In time, all true friends of God will be drawn to His pure 

worship. 

  

The written word is the rule for 
reformation. (Ezra 6:1-7:28) 

 

Written documents play a major role in the book of Ezra. 

Official letters stop and start the work on the temple (4:23; 

6:6-7). A letter gives Ezra authority to carry out reforms 

(7:25-26).  The written word of God is a moving force in the 

narrative (3:2; 10:3). It has been noted that the significance 

of this theme in Ezra is rooted in the fact that the era 

involved is that of the last Old Testament prophets (Haggai, 
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Zechariah, and Malachi).  After them, there was to be a 

period of prophetic silence, during which the people of God 

would be governed exclusively by the written word. John the 

Baptist would break this silence, and new revelation would 

once more be given through Christ and His apostles, in whom 

God’s definitive word for His Church would be finally 

completed and sealed.   

Ezra himself is described as “expert in the words of the 

commandments of the Lord, and of His statutes to Israel” and 

as one who “prepared his heart to seek the Law of the Lord, 

and to do it, and to teach statutes and ordinances to Israel.”  

Perhaps even more striking are the words that God laid upon 

the heart of King Artaxerxes in his letter to Ezra.  Verse 23 

reads, “Whatever is commanded by the God of heaven, let it 

be diligently done for the house of the God of heaven.  For 

why should there be wrath against the realm of the king and 

his sons?” 

That sounds like a statement of the Regulative Principle 

of Worship, from the pen of a pagan king – one who had 

been moved to realize that God was extremely zealous for the 

restoration of His pure worship according to His explicit 

commands. Once more, then, we are directed to the 

sufficiency and authority of the written word of God as the 

only rule for worship and life.   

Ezra tells us that the restoration of pure worship in 

Jerusalem was the result of “the good hand of his God upon 

him.”  And God’s good hand moved Ezra first, to study 

God’s word concerning worship; second, to personally 

submit to it; third, to teach others. This is the calling of the 

Church in every age and will always be the key to her 

restoration.  

 

Purity of worship and purity of life are 
inseparably linked. (Ezra 9:1-10:17) 

 

The last two chapters of Ezra are taken up with the 

account of a further reformation in the midst of the people.  

The matter is introduced by the author with the phrase “After 

these things were done,” which indicates that the matter 
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addressed here followed the restoration of pure worship in 

Jerusalem. It was the reformation of worship which disposed 

the hearts of the people to be sensitive to their sins, and 

particularly to the way in which their violation of the law of 

Moses had introduced the leaven of corruption that ultimately 

led to the defilement of the Temple and its ordinances.  

The people of Israel, as well as the priests and Levites, 

had not separated themselves from the peoples of the lands 

and had married foreign wives.  The focus of the required 

separation was not ethnic but religious, for the author tells us 

that it was “with respect to the abominations of the 

Canaanites” that this failure of separation had corrupted the 

people. Having re-established the primacy of pure worship at 

the heart of society, the people were convicted that this 

influence must be forsaken and the unholy unions dissolved.  

Thus, reformation of worship led to reformation of life, 

in order to guard against the trends which would inevitably 

lead back to compromise with idolatry.  In Christ, a believing 

spouse is instructed not to divorce an unbeliever (1 Cor. 

7:12-15), but the principle of separation from the corrupting 

influences of idolatry remains (2 Cor. 6:14-7:1).  Those who 

reverence God and His pure worship are sensible of any 

threat of compromise and ready to reform their lives 

accordingly.  

Thus, the book of Ezra shows us… 

 

1. The centrality of the temple in the worship of the 

saints – under the Old Covenant, the earthly temple as a type 

of the more perfect heavenly temple, picturing the glories to 

be revealed in Christ – under the New  Covenant, the 

heavenly tabernacle, seen in the simplicity of the church’s 

worship. 

2. The effect that genuine reformation of worship 

should have upon our hearts, producing a mixture of 

mourning over what has been lost of the glorious beauty of 

God in the services of His people, with a glad and exalting 

hope of the restoration of pure worship according to God’s 

perfect Word. 
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3. The need for careful discernment in the work of 

reformation, excluding every influence that tends to 

compromise the pure worship of God, and guarding against 

syncretism, or the blending of man-made worship with the 

worship that God has commanded in the Scriptures. 

4. The necessity of a Biblical warrant for all that is 

done in the house of the Lord, as seen in the reiteration of the 

Regulative Principle of Worship by king Artaxerxes, and the 

emphasis throughout the book upon written authority as the 

basis for all that is done in the restoration of God’s worship. 

5. The inseparable connection between reformation of 

worship and reformation of life.  Worship lays the 

groundwork for all else, just as the second table of the law 

flows out of the first.   
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Chapter 16 
Worship in Nehemiah 

 

The reforms instituted in the days of Nehemiah 

demonstrate the necessity of conformity to God’s revealed 

law, the disastrous results of forsaking His Word, and the 

main elements involved in a true reform of worship among 

His people. 

 

Genuine reform is preceded and under-
girded by fervent prayer.  
(Nehemiah 1:1-2:8) 

 

Nehemiah was a contemporary of Ezra who served in the 

court of king Artaxerxes.  The book that bears his name 

opens with the account of an inquiry that he made concerning 

the holy city and the Temple.  News of the sad state of 

Jerusalem and its people moved the heart of this godly man 

to fervent prayer that God would be pleased to restore its 

former glory.   

Prayer is a dominant theme throughout Nehemiah, as the 

Scriptures emphasize the relationship between God’s 

sovereign plan for His Church and the instrumentality of His 

people’s faithful actions.  Every genuine revival, whether 

during Biblical times or in subsequent history, has been 

preceded and under-girded by fervent prayer, as God stirs the 

hearts of men to urgently cry out to Him that He might 

glorify His name in the earth.  Much may be gained by an 

examination of the main elements of Nehemiah’s prayer. 

First, Nehemiah’s prayer begins with recognition of 

God’s transcendent glory and covenant mercy toward those 

who love Him and keep His commandments.  Thus we are 

taught that the prayer of the godly begins with a humble 

acknowledgment of God’s surpassing glory, that the one who 

prays may keep his place. This is also what Jesus taught His 

disciples when He instructed them to begin their prayers, 

“Our Father, which art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name.” In 

relation to the prayer for reformation of true worship, this 

beginning of prayer makes it clear from the start that God is 
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altogether awesome and surpassing in glory and is therefore 

unapproachable by man except by the terms that He Himself 

approves. 

Second, this is followed by a sincere confession of both 

personal and corporate guilt for failure to keep the 

commandments, statutes and ordinances which God plainly 

revealed through His inspired servant, Moses. A recognition 

of God’s surpassing glory and holiness cannot but provoke 

the heart of the sincere worshipper with a sense of his own 

unworthiness and particular sins.  And sin, whether in 

worship or in any other sphere of life, is nothing but the 

transgression of God’s law, which holds before us the 

standard of His perfections. There is a necessity, therefore, 

laid upon the Church, to examine the Scriptures and measure 

her practice against the plainly revealed will of God, and then 

to confess her failure to keep His commandments and statutes 

and ordinances faithfully.   

Third, an acknowledgment is made of the solemn 

warning of God to scatter the people if they proved unfaithful 

to His ordinances, as well as His promise to restore those 

who returned to Him in obedience.  The people of God could 

not plead that they were not forewarned of the consequences 

of departing from the pure worship of God, since He had 

warned them in the clearest terms.  Nor ought we to be 

shocked at the deplorable state of the Church in our day, 

since we have likewise turned our backs upon the ordinances 

of Christ and filled the assembly of the saints with all manner 

of inventions which never entered the mind of God. By the 

same token, we have a sure promise to which we may cling, 

that Christ will yet build His Church and purify His Bride, 

cleansing her of will-worship and restoring the former glory 

that marked her during the days of faithful adherence to the 

rule of the Scriptures. 

Fourth, it is noted that the promised restoration centered 

upon the place which God had chosen for the exaltation of 

His name, that in His pure worship the redemption 

accomplished by Christ might be seen.  The centrality of the 

temple – in the Old Testament, the physical, earthly, typical 

sanctuary – and in the New Testament, the spiritual, 

heavenly, true Temple – is at the heart of the Bible’s teaching 
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concerning worship.  The purpose of God in singling out a 

central place of worship in Jerusalem, and commanding the 

various ordinances of worship to be performed there, was the 

exaltation of His name – that is, His holy character as seen 

preeminently in the work of the Redeemer He had promised 

to send to His chosen ones.  The purpose of God in 

abolishing that earthly place was not to clear the way for men 

to do whatever they pleased (or, rather, whatever pleased 

them) in worship – but to establish more clearly the centrality 

of the heavenly Temple, that His name might be exalted in 

the light of the completed work of Christ, which put an end to 

all of the physical elements of Israel’s worship, while leaving 

the spiritual elements intact.   

In praying for true reformation, the Church must have a 

view to the exaltation of the name of Christ – and Christ 

alone – when she gathers together as a worshipping body.  To 

incorporate into her worship such physical elements as altars, 

incense, candles, holy robes, dramatic performances, and 

special choirs, amounts to a visible denial that Christ has 

abolished the necessity of these “weak and beggarly 

elements” through His accomplished redemption. If Christ 

had not come, these things would still be necessary in the 

assembly of the saints, but since He has come, to retain them 

is to dishonor His name. It is in the pure, spiritual worship of 

the New Covenant – through the elements of reading and 

preaching the Word, singing God’s inspired songs of praise, 

corporate prayer, and the observance of the sacraments 

appointed by Christ Himself – that the name of Christ is 

lifted up in the midst of His people.  All human additions 

only lift up the name of man.    

Fifth, and Finally, Nehemiah asks the Lord to prosper 

him in his efforts to become an instrument of reform by 

granting him favor in the eyes of the king. Not only does he 

acknowledge God’s glory, the nation’s transgressions, God’s 

warnings and promises, and the centrality of pure worship for 

the exaltation of God’s name – but he purposes to act 

according to his particular station and ability to accomplish 

reformation in worship to the glory of God. 

Prayer is indispensable, but it is nothing but empty words 

if the pray-er is not willing to submit himself as an 
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instrument for the accomplishment of God’s glory. His 

subsequent interactions with both the king and the people are 

punctuated by prayer, showing us the necessity of this means 

of grace for the accomplishment of genuine reform in every 

age.   

May the Lord so move the hearts of faithful men today to 

mourn over the decline of God’s pure worship and the 

obscuring of the truth of Christ’s redemption through the 

corruptions of worship introduced by the caprice of men, and 

to plead in prayer for a restoration of God’s glory through a 

return to obedience to His revealed will, even as they 

determine in God’s grace to pursue whatever lies in their 

power to effect such a reformation.     

 

Genuine reform is rooted and directed by 
Scripture alone. (Nehemiah 8:1-18) 

 

As in the book of Ezra, the written Word has a prominent 

place in Nehemiah.  When the people were settled in the 

newly-restored city, they called upon Ezra the scribe to read 

the Book of the Law of Moses in their hearing.  All of the 

people who were able to understand gathered together and 

listened attentively while the Scriptures were read from 

morning until midday.   

It ought to be noted that in times of great spiritual 

awakening, both in Biblical times and in subsequent history, 

a particular mark of the movement of God’s Spirit among His 

people has been an increased and lively interest in the 

reading and preaching of God’s Word. These people stood 

and listened with eager attentiveness to the reading of 

Scripture for half of a day!  Can you imagine such a scene?  

Have you ever witnessed this?   

Our age is marked by a desire to keep worship short and 

convenient. In the 20
th
 chapter of the book of Acts, as God’s 

Spirit moved mightily through the Apostles of Jesus Christ, 

we read of Paul preaching to the assembly at Troas from 

evening until daybreak! True reformation is established on 

the ground of hunger for the Scriptures. 
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Further, their posture demonstrated the state of their 

hearts before the Word.   

First, they verbally assented and corporately confessed 

its truth, answering “Amen, Amen!” Second, they lifted up 

their hands, which illustrated their recognition that they 

needed God’s light to be given to them, as well as their eager 

dependence upon God’s Word.  Third, they bowed their 

heads and worshipped with their faces toward the ground, 

showing their humble surrender to the revealed will of God.   

When they wept, they were instructed to stop, for 

although their sorrow over personal sin had its place, they 

were now to rejoice in the renewal of God’s mercy toward 

them.  When they recognized a neglected ordinance, they 

purposed to observe it, “according to the prescribed manner.” 

The Levites carried out their office by reading distinctly from 

the book of the Law, and giving the sense, to help the people 

understand what was read.  In all of this, the central place of 

the prescriptive Word of God is brought to the fore as an 

essential element of genuine reformation.   

When God stirs the hearts of His people to forsake their 

own ways and to look attentively into His revealed Word, 

determining to follow His commands, there is great reason 

for joy and celebration.  “There was very great gladness,” we 

are told, as “day by day, from the first day until the last, 

[Ezra] read from the Book of the Law of God.”  Sadly, many 

professing Christians today regard the reading and exposition 

of God’s Word as a stale and un-exciting activity, preferring 

instead to fill their worship assemblies with innovations and 

gimmicks designed to appeal to their emotions.  The more the 

emotions are stirred by these man-made novelties, the more 

the people are assured that they are witnessing a revival.  Yet 

the Scriptures make it clear that genuine revival restores to 

the hearts of God’s people a fervent love for His written 

Word, and a heartfelt desire to conform to its mandates and 

forsake the folly of will-worship. 
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Genuine reform is a matter of covenant 
renewal. (Nehemiah 9:1-38) 

 

While the reading of the Law was to be accompanied by 

joy rather than sadness, there was a place for national 

mourning over sin. Such mourning, which issues forth in 

public confession and repentance, is an essential element of 

genuine reform. The people assembled “with fasting, in 

sackcloth, and with dust on their heads,” indicating an 

attitude of profound humility and self-accusation.  The 

agenda of the assembly included one-forth of the day spent in 

the public reading of God’s law, followed by one-forth of the 

day spent in confession of sin in the context of public 

worship.  The prayer of confession was led by the priests and 

Levites, who spoke for the people.  The prayer recorded here 

can be divided into several distinct parts:   

 

a. adoration (vss. 5-6) 

b. acknowledgment of God’s covenant (vss. 7-8) 

c. confession of past sins interspersed with the 

recounting of God’s mercies (vss. 9-31) 

d. appeal for restoration (vs. 32) 

e. justification of God’s severity (vss. 33-35) 

f. acknowledgment of present distress (vss. 36-37) 

g. pledge to renew covenant with God (vs. 38)  

 

Such corporate confession and repentance is 

indispensable to the work of genuine reform, since without 

the acknowledgment of sin there can be no hope of future 

perseverance in the path of obedience. The confession of 

particular offenses against God’s law, along with the 

acknowledgment that He is just in passing sentence upon our 

rebellion, is an indication of the sincerity of the heart in its 

desire to reform.   

The Church today needs to take inventory of her history, 

identifying particular offenses against God – especially in 

regard to her approach to Him in worship – confessing her 

rebellion against His statutes, commandments and 

ordinances, and covenanting to return to the way of 
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obedience. Nothing short of this will suffice to restore the 

former glory of the Body of Christ.  The only standard by 

which such corporate sins can be identified and confessed is 

the revealed will of God in His written Word.  

 

Genuine reform involves public 
commitment to walk in obedience. 
(Nehemiah 10:1-39) 

 

The public prayer of confession was followed by a 

solemn ceremony in which the people renewed their covenant 

with God, “entering into a curse and an oath to walk in 

God’s Law, which was given by Moses the servant of God, 

and to observe and do all the commandments of the Lord, 

and His ordinances and statutes.” All of the people, from the 

greatest to the least, “whoever had knowledge and 

understanding,” pledged themselves to pursue the course of 

obedience to God’s Law.  The formal covenant sworn on this 

occasion included several key points in which the people 

purposed to conform to God’s revealed will and bound 

themselves with an oath.   

First, they determined not to intermarry with the people 

of the land, indicating their commitment to guard themselves 

from compromising influences which would lead them to 

corrupt God’s worship.   

Second, they purposed to keep the Sabbath holy and to 

refrain from worldly business on God’s holy day.   

Third, they determined to make the necessary provisions 

from their own resources for the maintenance of the priests 

and Levites and the services of the Temple.   

Fourth, they renewed their commitment to dedicate the 

firstfruits of their increase to the Lord, and to bring the whole 

tithe into God’s storehouse for the maintenance of a faithful 

ministry.   

Fifth, they swore an oath that they would “not neglect the 

house of God,” making God’s pure worship their priority.   

The basis for each of these particular points of the 

covenant was the written Word of God, which they 

recognized as the rule for their faith and practice.  This 
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formal covenant renewal was the result of their asking, 

“What does the Lord require?” and determining to conform 

their corporate practice to His revealed will.   

This is the question that the Church must ask in our day, 

and its asking must be followed by a solemn covenant to 

return to the prescribed ordinances of God, forsaking all that 

finds no warrant in His Word.   

 

Genuine reform involves the return to 
God’s prescribed ordinances.  

(Nehemiah 12:27-13:31) 

 

The final chapters of Nehemiah record the positive and 

negative steps that were taken to ensure the continuation of 

reform among the people.  A dedication service was held 

upon the newly rebuilt wall of the city, during which the 

people were divided into two groups who positioned 

themselves on opposite sides of the wall and rejoiced with 

jubilant singing before the Lord.   

The ceremony itself was unique, marking a particular 

occasion of restoration, but it resulted in the reclaiming of the 

element of psalmody among the people which had apparently 

been lost during their captivity.  The appointed singers 

among the Levites, we are told, kept the charge of their God, 

“according to the command of David and Solomon his son.  

For in the days of David and Asaph of old there were chiefs 

of the singers, and songs of praise and thanksgiving to God.”  

This is a clear reference to the canon of song that had been 

compiled by divine inspiration under the leadership of David 

and Asaph.   

The reform of worship in the days of Nehemiah thus 

included a return to Biblical Psalmody according to God’s 

command.  Chapter 13 concludes the account of reformation 

with a record of several actions taken by the people in 

general and Nehemiah in particular to separate from all 

corruptions and cleanse the people “of everything pagan.”  

Once again the pattern emerges that reformation in worship 

leads to reformation in daily life and practice. 
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Thus it is seen that genuine reform must include the 

vigilant guarding of purity by God’s grace. These elements, 

then, are the necessary ingredients of a true reformation of 

worship within the Church of God: 

 

1. A commitment to fervent prayer. 

2. The pre-eminence of the written Word of God as the 

only rule for the Church’s practice. 

3. Solemn renewal of covenant obligations. 

4. A public commitment to walk in obedience. 

5. A return to God’s prescribed ordinances. 
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Chapter 17 

Worship in Esther 
 

The commemoration of a wonderful providential 

deliverance of the Jews from their enemies, instituted in the 

feast of Purim, illustrates the application of the Regulative 

Principle of Worship to the observance of holy days.   

 

A religious holy day must be instituted by 
Divine appointment. (Esther 9:1-18) 

 

The primary importance of the book of Esther for our 

examination of the Biblical view of worship centers around 

the feast of Purim.  The Regulative Principle of Worship 

requires a clear command from the Lord, whether by precept 

or example, for every act of religious worship.  The violation 

of this Biblical principle resulted in judgment and wrath 

throughout the history that we have so far observed.  

Jeroboam, whose flagrant disregard for God’s prescribed 

worship became proverbial during the days of the kings, was 

condemned in particular for changing the days which God 

had prescribed by his own authority.   

Yet here in the book of Esther we find a day being set 

apart for a particular commemoration of God’s deliverance 

without the slightest hint of Divine initiative or command.  

Some have argued that the feast of Purim, by example, 

authorizes the church to institute holy days at its own 

discretion without a direct warrant from the Word of God.  

Yet the Reformers, as well as the Westminster Assembly, 

declared that the church has no right to invent holy days and 

to impose them upon the people.   

In the Directory for Public Worship, the Assembly 

declared: “There is no Day commanded in Scripture to be 

kept holy under the Gospel, but the Lord’s-day, which is 

called the Christian Sabbath.  Festival days, vulgarly called 

Holy days, having no Warrant in the Word of God, are not to 

be continued.”  Among the “festival days” to which they 

referred were Christmas and Easter.  
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Does the feast of Purim provide Biblical support for 

those who argue that the Church has the right and authority 

to institute holy days?  The Westminster divines were not 

ignorant of the book of Esther.  In fact, they used Purim as a 

proof text authorizing occasional days of thanksgiving for 

particular providences of God (WCF 21.5). But they saw a 

great difference between such occasional recognitions of 

God’s mercy and the institution of permanent holy days.   

Thus, they continued: “Nevertheless, it is lawful and 

necessary, upon special emergent occasions, to separate a 

day or days for Public Fasting or Thanksgiving, as the 

several eminent and extraordinary dispensations of God’s 

Providence shall administer cause and opportunity to His 

people.”   

This distinction was based upon the clear principles of 

God’s Word regarding religious holy days, and the 

acknowledgment of the nature of Purim in light of those 

principles.   

A close examination of the circumstances surrounding 

the feast of Purim will demonstrate that it is not an example 

of the invention of a religious holy day by the Church.   

First among these principles is the necessity of a specific 

Divine command for the institution of a holy day.  Every 

religious festival in Israel was instituted by direct command 

from God.  There were no holy days invented by the people.  

The feast of Purim was not instituted by such a divine 

command, but was rather a spontaneous expression of 

gratitude on the part of the people.  

Shall we imagine, therefore, that what had always been 

the case from time immemorial, and carefully guarded as an 

essential principle within the Church, was suddenly set aside 

during the days of Queen Esther? Is it reasonable to imagine 

that God, who had always shown Himself so jealous for His 

own authority in determining not only the elements, but the 

times and seasons of worship, would suddenly abandon His 

holy zeal and approve of the institution of a new holy day at 

the whim of the people?   

The fact that Purim met with no divine abhorrence, as 

Jeroboam’s meddling with God’s appointed times and 

seasons did, indicates that it was, in its very nature, 
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something different from the solemn holy days appointed by 

God.  But there is more to be seen here to support our 

contention that the feast of Purim was not a religious holy 

day… 

 

A religious holy day includes religious 
ordinances. (Esther 9:19-22) 

 

The next important principle regarding religious holy 

days is that they include, by their very nature, the ordinances 

of religious worship. Advocates of Christmas celebration, for 

example, require the people of God to assemble for services 

in which the elements of worship are centered around the 

particular theme of the incarnation.  The Old Testament holy 

days, likewise, included the participation of the people in the 

ordinances of religious worship, such as sacrifices and the 

burning of incense and attendance at the tabernacle or 

temple. 

But in the account of Purim, there is no mention of any 

religious observance connected with the day.  In verse 19, it 

is called a “good day,” rather than a “holy day,” hinting at 

something distinct in the very nature of the commemoration.  

It was a day, not of sacrifice and assembly at the temple, but 

of “feasting and joy, and of sending portions one to another, 

and gifts to the poor.”  

George Lawson, in his commentary on Esther, writes, 

“We must conclude…that the feast of Purim was not one of 

the holy festivals, but a civil festival appointed for joy and 

feasting, in commemoration of an event that ought never to 

be forgotten.  Mordecai gave no orders concerning sacrifices 

to be offered on this day, or even concerning any act of 

religious worship.  He, doubtless, hoped that thanksgiving 

and praise would be offered to God on every return of this 

joyful festival, but did not reckon himself authorized to 

publish a law for this purpose.  His intention was to 

perpetuate the remembrance of a glorious deliverance, and 

he left it to the consciences and grateful feelings of the 

people to determine what acknowledgments should be made 

to God, according to the general rules of his word.” 
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And George Gillespie observes, “It appears, that the 

days of Purim were only appointed to be days of civil mirth 

and gladness, such as are in use with us, when we set out 

bonfires, and other tokens of civil joy, for some memorable 

benefit which the kingdom or commonwealth has received.  

For they are not called the holidays of Purim, but simply the 

days of Purim, “days of feasting and joy, and of sending 

portions one to another” (Esther 9:19, 22).  No word of any 

worship of God in those days.  And whereas it seems to 

Bishop Lindsey, that those days were holy, because of that 

rest which was observed upon them; he must know that the 

text interprets itself, and it is evident from vs. 16 and 22, that 

this rest was not a rest from labor, for waiting upon the 

worshipping of God, but only a rest from their enemies.”  

Had Mordecai and the people founded a new day of 

sacrifice and public worship, we may be sure that God would 

have condemned their presumption. Believers in every nation 

and age may and should set apart special times for the 

corporate remembrance of God’s favors, but they may not 

institute days of religious observance without explicit 

warrant from the Scriptures. 

 

A religious holy day is typological.  
(Esther 9:23-25) 

 

A third principle regarding religious holy days is that 

they are typological in nature.  When God appointed holy 

days for Israel by His authority, they were designed to 

illustrate and anticipate particular spiritual truths which 

would later be fulfilled in the life and ministry of Jesus 

Christ.  Passover, for example, was not only a remembrance 

of Israel’s deliverance from bondage in Egypt, but also a type 

of the spiritual redemption from the bondage of sin and death 

which Christ would accomplish for His chosen people.  

Likewise, the Feast of Tabernacles, while rooted in the 

historical circumstances of Israel’s tent-dwelling days in the 

wilderness, was designed by God to foreshadow the 

incarnation of Christ, when God would make His tabernacle 

among men.   
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The feast of Purim, unlike God’s appointed holy days, 

was not typological in nature.  It was strictly a celebration of 

an historical deliverance, observed in thankfulness by the 

people, without any divinely-appointed significance for the 

future glories of the Messiah.  Some might be tempted to 

draw a parallel between the downfall of Haman and the 

defeat of Satan through the life, death and resurrection of 

Christ, but such an observation, even if legitimate, is only an 

application drawn from the general truth that the Sovereign 

God ultimately defeats all of His enemies.   

The difference between typology and application is that 

the former is explicitly appointed by God to prefigure a 

particular aspect of Jesus’ life and work, while the latter is a 

general observation of truth manifested in providential 

events.  The religious holy days appointed by God for Israel 

were all explicitly typological.  The feast of Purim was 

simply a thankful remembrance of historical events by which 

God affected a grand deliverance for His people.  Thus, 

Purim is not an example of a holy day, but rather, as the 

Westminster Assembly recognized, an example of an 

occasional day of thanksgiving separate from corporate 

public worship. 

  

A religious holy day is not voluntary.  

(Esther 9:26-28) 

 

A fourth principle regarding religious holy days flows 

naturally out of the first three.  Since they are instituted by 

God and include elements of divinely-appointed religious 

worship intended to foreshadow essential Gospel truths, 

Biblical holy days are mandatory.  The people of Israel did 

not have the option of whether or not to implement the 

Passover, or any of the other ordained feasts of the Old 

Testament.  These festivals were imposed upon them by 

God’s decree, to be observed as a duty by all subsequent 

generations.   

Concerning Purim, however, we are told that “the Jews 

established and imposed it upon themselves.”  They were 

under no obligation to establish this festival, or to enjoin its 
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observance upon future generations.  Had the feast of Purim 

never been established, the people would have born no guilt 

before God for its omission. It would have been a grievous 

sin for the people to invent and impose upon themselves a 

new religious holy day, as the act of Jeroboam demonstrates, 

who set up a religious feast day “in the month which he had 

devised in his own heart” (1 Kings 12:33).   

Thus Matthew Henry concludes that Purim “was not a 

divine institution, and therefore is not called a holy day, but a 

human appointment, by which it was made a good day.” And 

George Lawson notes, “They would, whilst this deliverance 

was recent, be disposed to think that none of the ancient 

salvations was more worthy of remembrance; and that as 

they had no authority to appoint any religious festival for the 

commemoration of it, they could not do less than concur in 

the appointment of a common festival, which would annually 

recall it to mind.”   

They did not compel themselves or their posterity to 

engage in religious observances not commanded by God in 

His Word, which observances such as Christmas and Easter 

certainly do by combining the commemoration of particular 

events with acts of religious worship. Rather, they bound 

themselves and their descendants to keep a common feast, 

which added nothing to the prescribed worship of God.   

 

A religious holy day is an ordinance of the 
Church. (Esther 9:29-32) 

 

A fifth principle regarding religious holy days is that they 

are commanded by God and instituted among His people in 

the context of the Church.  It is not the civil magistrate, as 

such, but the priest who is authorized by God to oversee and 

implement the observance of religious holy days.  The feast 

of Purim, however, was enacted by a civil ordinance by the 

authority of Queen Esther and Mordecai, the governor.  

Neither had authority to ordain a new religious observance, 

but both had authority to confirm and establish a solemn civil 

tradition for the acknowledgment of specific covenant 

mercies, provided that this civil tradition did not involve the 
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people in ordinances of religious worship which God had not 

prescribed.   

The civil ruler holds no authority in the Church by which 

to impose new ordinances of religious worship or change 

those of God’s design.  He may and should, however, call for 

the acknowledgment of God’s particular providences and 

establish special days of fasting and thanksgiving.  Such an 

example have Esther and Mordecai set for us in the feast of 

Purim, while at the same time giving no support to the 

position that the Church may presume to invent holy days 

apart from God’s command. 

 

Applying these principles to the holy days of Christmas and 

Easter we would do well to ask… 

 

1. Is the religious celebration of the annual 

commemoration of the birth and resurrection of Christ 

instituted by Divine appointment? (See Matthew 15:9) 

 

2. Does the religious celebration of the annual 

commemoration of the birth and resurrection of Christ 

include religious ordinances? (See Isaiah 1:12) 

 

3. Did God appoint any typological religious days to be 

kept by His Church after the fulfillment of the OT types in 

the finished work of Christ? (See Galatians 4:9-11) 

 

4. When the Church celebrates the annual 

commemoration of the birth and resurrection of Christ in the 

context of its corporate worship, does it impose a mandatory 

observance upon its members without divine warrant? (See 

Acts 4:19; 1 Corinthians 7:23; 2 Corinthians 1:24; Galatians 

5:1) 

 

5. Is the religious celebration of Christmas and Easter 

an ordinance of the Church?  If so, by what right does the 

Church impose such an ordinance upon its people? (See 

Hosea 5:11; Jeremiah 8:9; Isaiah 8:20; Acts 17:11) 
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A few conclusions may be drawn concerning the 

implications of instituting religious holy days without a 

divine warrant… 

 

1. It is a denial of the sovereign authority of God, who 

alone reserves the right to order the worship of His Church. 

 

2. It constitutes a false sacrament, since religious 

ordinances are added to the practice of the Church which 

God has never prescribed or instituted. 

 

3. It casts a shadow upon the true Holy Day which God 

has preserved for His Church and which has supplanted all of 

the typical ordinances of the Old Covenant. 

 

4. It binds the consciences of men to the observance of 

human tradition. 

 

5. It places the authority of the Church on equal footing 

with the authority of God’s Word, which is the essence of 

Roman Catholic error. 

Happily, Jesus Christ has instituted a perpetual holy day 

for His people to observe, and He has called it the Lord’s 

Day – the Christian Sabbath – the First Day of the Week. 

And on that day, by the appointment of the Lord Himself, we 

have both the blessing and the duty to partake together in that 

worship and mutual fellowship of which Jesus Himself said, 

“Do this in remembrance of Me.” 
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Chapter 18 
Worship in Job 

 

Although the theme of this book from the time of the 

patriarchs is not directly related to worship, there are several 

important aspects, principles and characteristics of Biblical 

worship that may be gleaned from it and which demonstrate 

that even outside of the immediate covenant community, 

those who feared God understood and conformed to the 

Divine regulation of worship.   

 

The essence of worship is bowing to the 
Sovereign will of God. (Job 1:1-22) 

 

All that we know of Job’s character is what is revealed to 

us in this book which bears his name.  In summary of his 

character, four specific attributes are mentioned, coming 

from both the author of the book and directly from the mouth 

of God. 

 

a. He is described as a perfect man, referring not to 

moral perfection, but rather to the fact that he was complete 

in  his integrity.   

 

b. He is also said to be upright, which means that his 

actions conformed to God’s standard of goodness.   

 

c. He is called one that feared God, or held Him in 

reverence and was therefore careful to do His will.   

 

d. And it is said that he shunned evil, or rejected 

whatever was opposed to God’s law.   

 

Here we find that the definition of a perfect and upright 

man is that he fears God and rejects evil.  He is a man who 

knows his place, and who purposes to keep it.  This is the 

character of the one who knows that his Redeemer lives.   

God had savingly revealed Himself to Job, so that even in 

the land of Uz there was found one who understood that the 
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essence of worship is bowing to the will of the Sovereign 

God.  We are told something also about Job’s religious 

practice.  He lived in the days of the patriarchs, before the 

ceremonial laws of worship were revealed through Moses, 

and yet, like Noah, he understood the necessity of burnt 

sacrifice.  He knew that sin demanded payment, and the 

covering of blood was necessary to atone for man’s 

transgressions.  He acted as priest in his own household, by 

offering sacrifices for his seven sons, and the providential 

arrangement of his family resulted in a special service of 

atonement every seventh day continually.  Thus God 

sovereignly revealed His will to Job, and the patriarch 

steadfastly conformed his priestly role to God’s design.   

The brief introduction of Job is immediately followed by 

the report of a day in which the angelic host assembled to 

present themselves before the Lord.  Satan, though a fallen 

angel, was also compelled to attend, and we learn of his 

powerlessness to act apart from God’s permission.  It may 

well be asked, if the angels in heaven and even Satan himself 

cannot act on their own unless God gives the word, why 

should it be imagined that fallen men are at liberty to do as 

they please, regardless of God’s command, when they 

“present themselves before the Lord?” Does not the apostle 

Paul indicate that the worship assembly of the Church is 

observed by the angels (1 Cor. 11:10), and urge this as the 

basis for the conformity of the saints to God’s design?   

Finally, in verse 20 we find the only occurrence of the 

word “worship” in the book of Job.  The context is not that of 

corporate, but private worship, yet the place is instructive as 

to the essence of worship.  Job, upon learning of the 

complete devastation of his goods and children, humbled 

himself in the dust and worshipped.  The word implies the 

bowing of oneself to one who is superior.  It is an act of 

surrender, reverence, honor, and self-deprecation.  It is the 

opposite of presumption and self-seeking.   

This is the essence of worship, whether individual or 

corporate: bowing to the sovereign will of God. 
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Wicked men seek their own profit in 
worship. (Job 21:7-16) 

 

The book of Job is largely made up of the discourses that 

pass between this suffering saint and three so-called friends 

who visit him in his affliction and seek to demonstrate that 

Job must be guilty of some great sin for which he is being 

punished.  Job’s answers to his accusers are interspersed 

between their speeches.  Following a lengthy monologue by 

Job, a young man named Elihu addresses the group and 

delivers a series of speeches on the power and justice of God, 

but his words are cut off by the Lord Himself, who answers 

Job and humbles him.  The book ends with Job’s repentance, 

a rebuke from God to his foolish counselors, the intercession 

of Job on behalf of his friends, and an account of the 

restoration of the sufferer’s prosperity.   

While the words that pass between Job and his friends 

miss the mark with regard to the cause of suffering in the 

world, there is much truth in their observations of the nature 

and effects of righteousness and wickedness in general.  

Job’s reply to Zophar recorded in chapter 21 is a case in 

point.   

His purpose is to prove that it is often the case in this life 

that the wicked prosper while the godly suffer affliction.  In 

making his argument, Job shines a light upon the inclination 

of the wicked to seek their own fulfillment above obedience 

to God.  He portrays the wicked and their children rejoicing 

in their prosperity with dancing and joyful music.  They are 

hedonistic to the core, intent upon nothing but the enjoyment 

of this world’s passing pleasures.  Conformity to God’s 

commands only stands in the way of their self-seeking 

desires.  They dismiss God, saying, “We do not desire the 

knowledge of Your ways.”  Literally, the phrase is: “We find 

no pleasure in the understanding of Your path.”  God’s 

commands are no part of their thought.  They see no benefit 

to the duties of prayer and piety.   

The attitude of the wicked, described so eloquently by 

Job, continues from age to age.  There are many today, even 

in the Church, who find the pursuit of the knowledge of 
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God’s ways a burdensome obstacle to their personal 

fulfillment.  They see God’s commands as a burdensome 

service, and come to His house asking, “What’s in it for me?” 

The answer of Job to such self-seeking men stands fast: 

“Behold, their good is not in their hand!” In other words, they 

do not know what is best for them, nor will they find true 

blessing by rejecting God’s ordinances in favor of their self-

serving activities.  The real blessing of worship is found by 

those who lay aside their obsession with personal fulfillment, 

and seek Him according to His revealed will.   

 

Idolatry is denying God with heart and 
hand. (Job 31:26-28) 

 

In Job’s final speech we find a detailed account of his 

righteousness, which illustrates what it meant for him to be 

described as a man who “fears the Lord and shuns evil.”  

Protesting his innocence of any known sin, Job gives a list of 

offenses which, had he been guilty of them, would have 

provided ample reason for judgment to fall upon him.  Under 

oath before God, he testifies that he is innocent of each 

offense.   

Among those listed we find in verses 26-28 a description 

of idolatry which sheds light on the nature of this grievous 

transgression. He speaks of the worship of the sun and moon, 

which was a common form of idolatry in his day among those 

who turned from the Creator to worship the creation instead.  

He speaks of the secret enticement of the heart, indicating 

that idolatry begins in the inward thoughts as the apparent 

glories of this world captivate the thoughts and turn them 

away from the true God.   

James tells us that “each one is tempted when he is 

drawn away by his own desires and enticed” (James 1:14). 

Thus we learn that man’s heart is naturally inclined to make 

the elements of this world the object of his worship, and that 

this temptation must be resisted.   

Next, Job uses an obscure figure of speech, saying, “if 

my mouth has kissed my hand.”  The meaning seems to be 

that of self-congratulation.  The inward idolatry of the heart 
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leads to the outward idolatry of the hand, which is kissed in 

approval of its own works.  This is the uniform progression 

of the sin of false worship.  The heart is enticed by the view 

of some worldly glory, and the hand proceeds to create a 

form of worship to serve the desire.  Then the hand is kissed, 

in praise of its inventiveness.  Job says that such a sin is a 

denial of God deserving of punishment by the judge, because 

it amounts to a denial of God, who is above. 

 

Worship must be according to the mind of 
God. (Job 34:29-33) 

 

In the second speech of Elihu we encounter a phrase 

which Spurgeon remarks “is written in language of the most 

ancient kind, which is but little understood.”  He is referring 

to the question of Elihu to Job in verse 33, which the 

Authorized Version renders best: “Should it be according to 

thy mind?”  Spurgeon summarizes the meaning by restating it 

in more contemporary language: “Do men really think that 

things should be according to their mind?”  Applying this to 

the Church, he then asks, “Should gaudy ceremonies drive 

the Lord’s homely ordinances out of doors?  Should taste 

override divine commands?”   

It is ever the tendency of men to imagine that the Lord is 

altogether like them, and would be pleased by what pleases 

them (see Psalm 50:21).  Their view of God, His providence, 

the Gospel, and corporate worship are continually shaped by 

this foolish notion that it should be “according to their mind.”  

The tragic results of such thinking in the Church are that: (a) 

God’s glory is obscured; (b) men’s consciences are trampled; 

(c) men play the role of God; (d) temptations are increased; 

(e) desires become more greedy; (f) sins go uncorrected; and 

(g) dissension becomes the rule.   

True worship is the recognition that we can only 

approach God according to His mind, which is revealed to us 

in His infallible Word. 
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Man does not know how to approach God.  

(Job 37:14-24) 
 

In the final words of Elihu we find a profound summary 

of man’s inability to approach God, or even know what to say 

to Him, because of the surpassing majesty of the Almighty 

and the utter darkness of our understanding.  The appeal is to 

God’s transcendent glory, which renders man utterly unable 

to draw near to Him, or even to know how to address Him.   

What folly it is for mere man to imagine that he can 

approach the God of glory by his own means!  Let those who 

contend for man’s right to improvise in worship answer 

Elihu’s challenge: “Teach us what we shall say to Him, for 

we cannot order our speech by reason of darkness.”  Then let 

them say with Job, “Behold, I am vile; What shall I answer 

You? I lay my hand over my mouth.”  

The word “vile” is better translated “insignificant” or 

“self-despised.”  True worship, according to the lessons of 

Job, is found in the realization of our own insignificance, so 

that we leave off striving to approach God on our own terms 

and determine to seek Him according to His sovereign will.  

Those who thus seek Him shall find Him. 
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Chapter 19 
Worship in Psalms 

 

As we come to the book of Psalms we find that God has 

placed a complete hymnbook in the midst of the Scriptures, 

containing inspired songs which cover the whole scope of the 

person and work of Christ and touch upon every aspect of the 

life of the godly.  It is this collection of inspired songs which 

the Church is commanded to sing in its corporate worship to 

the exclusion of all songs of human composition. 

 

The Psalms are divinely appointed to be 
sung in worship. (Psalm 95:1-3; 105:1-8) 

 

Although I was raised in a Christian home and attended 

worship throughout my youth, it was not until early 

adulthood that it struck me as significant that the Bible 

contains, in its very center, a books of hymns for the praise of 

God. What could be more obvious than the fact that God has 

designed a perfect collection of songs for the worship of His 

Church? Further study of the principles of worship, such as 

we have been observing throughout the Scriptures, pointed 

clearly to the fact that God purposefully included this book in 

the canon of Scripture as His own authorized book of praise 

for use in the Church’s worship.   

Dr. John T. Pressly, a defender of the Psalms as the 

exclusive hymnbook of the Church in all ages, writes: 

“…while the book of Psalms is a revelation from God, and is, 

in common with the rest of the lively oracles, profitable for 

instruction in righteousness, it is profitable especially as 

containing matter adapted to a particular purpose… 

Everything contained in the sacred volume is useful to the 

church of God; but some portions of the word of revelation 

are more appropriate to one purpose, while others are more 

especially adapted to another. And the book of Psalms is 

adapted to the edification of the church of God, especially as 

furnishing matter suitable to be employed in singing God’s 

praise. That these songs were given to the Church to be sung 

in the worship of God, is evident from (1) the peculiar 
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character of their matter, (2) the titles by which the Holy 

Spirit designates them, and (3) from the use which was 

originally made of them by the church of God.” 

Thus far in our survey of the Scriptures, one governing 

truth has been underscored again and again: God is jealous 

for His own prerogative to establish the ordinances of 

worship through which His people are to draw near to Him. 

In the development of redemptive history, regarding the 

particular matter of worship song, God raised up His servant 

David, “the sweet Psalmist of Israel,” whose songs of praise 

were the work of direct divine inspiration.  In His 

providence, God gathered into one glorious compendium, a 

book of songs so full in their revelation of every aspect of 

divine truth that they were justly called by Martin Luther, “a 

little Bible” in the midst of Scripture. This compendium of 

sacred songs, the Lord was pleased to designate “The Book 

of Psalms,” or “The Songs of Zion” thus sealing them with 

His divine authority as the hymn book par excellence, which 

alone in the midst of all imitations can claim to be written by 

the finger of God Himself.  

Revivals of true religion among the Jews, both in the 

times of the kings and after the captivity, (as we saw in our 

overview of Kings and Chronicles), invariably included a 

restoration of the singing of these inspired songs along with 

the other returns to God’s commanded ordinances. In the 

days of Christ, the book of Psalms was the exclusive hymn 

book of the Jews, and its inspired selections graced the lips 

of our Lord and his apostles.  During the apostolic age, no 

hint is found of any divine command or apostolic injunction 

to replace the Psalms of David with songs “more suited” to 

the New Covenant dispensation.  Instead, the apostolic 

writings contain more quotations from the Psalms than any 

other Old Testament book, and refer to them as the very 

“word of Christ,” which is to dwell richly in those who are 

called by His name.  The uniform testimony of the Scriptures 

is that The Book of Psalms is the divinely authorized hymn 

book of the Church in all ages.   

Dr. Pressly notes further: “There is no book of Psalms in 

the New Testament. The duty of singing God’s praise is very 

distinctly recognized in the New Testament. ‘By him,’ says 
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the Apostle to the Hebrews, ‘let us offer the sacrifice of 

praise to God continually, that is, the fruit of our lips, giving 

thanks to his name’ (Heb. 13:15). And again, ‘Is any merry? 

Let him sing psalms” (James 5:13). At the close of the last 

passover, our Lord and his disciples sung a hymn. And in the 

gloomy precincts of a dungeon, Paul and Silas, at the hour of 

midnight, ‘prayed and sang praises to God.’ ‘But, while we 

are exhorted to offer unto God the sacrifice of praise, and 

have the example of our Lord and His apostles to excite us to 

engage in this delightful exercise, we find no collection of 

psalms, and hymns, and songs, in the New Testament. In 

what sense is it reasonable to suppose, that the primitive 

Christians would understand the apostolic direction ‘Is any 

merry? Let him sing psalms.” To assist the plain Christian in 

determining what is the proper answer to this inquiry, let me 

propose another question. When our Lord said to His hearers, 

‘Search the Scriptures;’ in what sense is it to be supposed, 

that this direction would be understood? No one will pretend 

that our Lord designed that his hearers should understand 

Him as instructing them to prepare writings, the matter of 

which was to be taken from the Bible, which they might 

consult for their improvement, instead of searching the Holy 

Scriptures for their edification. Equally unreasonable would 

it be to suppose, that the apostolic direction, with regard to 

singing psalms, could be understood by the primitive 

Christians, as authorizing them to prepare psalms to be used 

in the worship of God, instead of those which he himself had 

provided in his word. As the command of Christ, ‘Search the 

Scriptures,’ supposes that there were in existence sacred 

writings, with which those to whom the command was 

addressed were acquainted, so the apostolic direction, ‘sing 

psalms,’ supposes that there were psalms in existence, which 

those to whom the direction was given, were to use. Those 

Christians to whom the words of the Apostle James were 

originally addressed, knew full well, that among the sacred 

writings which God had given to his church, there was a 

‘book of Psalms.’” 

God has authored and authorized a hymnbook for His 

Church.  He has given her no other, nor has He commanded 
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that another be composed.  No human hymnbook can claim 

divine authorization. 

 

The Psalms are a sufficient hymnbook for 
the Church in all ages.  

(Psalm 105:2; James 5:13) 

 

The idea that new hymns are needed for the New 

Covenant Church necessarily implies that the Psalms are not 

sufficient in their content to express the fullness of Christ. 

But in what way, exactly, are the Psalms insufficient?  Is 

there any subject of divine truth that does not find expression 

in The Book of Psalms?  Jonathan Edwards wrote, “In these 

songs, David speaks of the incarnation, life, death, 

resurrection, ascension into heaven, satisfaction and 

intercession of Christ; his prophetical, kingly and priestly 

office; his glorious benefits in this life and that which is to 

come; his union with the church; the blessedness of the 

church in him; the calling of the Gentiles; the future glory of 

the church, near the end of the world; and the coming of 

Christ to the final judgment.”   

What is missing?  Martin Luther, in his preface to the 

Psalter, wrote:  “The human heart is like a vessel in a 

tempestuous sea, tossed to and fro by the storms from the 

four quarters of the world. Fear and care of future mishap are 

roaring here; grief and sadness on account of present evil 

there. Hope and courage respecting future happiness are 

blowing here; while assurance and joy on account of present 

good are sounding there. Such tempests teach one to be in 

earnest now to open, and now to pour out one’s heart… But 

what do you find most in the Psalms? Earnest speech in all 

manner of tempests. Where can you find more appropriate 

expressions of joy than in the Psalms of praise and 

thanksgiving? You look right into the heart of saints, as into 

fair and pleasant gardens or heaven itself, and behold 

beautiful, laughing, and delicate flowers of all manner of fair 

and joyous thoughts towards God and his love springing 

lustily into life. Again, where can you find more profound, 

plaintive, and wretched words of grief than in the Psalms of 
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complaint? Once more, you look into the heart of saints as 

into death or hell. How gloomy and dark their mournful 

visions of God! So again, when the Psalms speak of fear and 

hope, they abound in words so significant, that no painter 

could thus portray, no Cicero nor orator thus describe them.” 

Again, he writes, “The Psalter ought to be a precious and 

beloved book, if for no other reason than this: it promises 

Christ’s death and resurrection so clearly – and pictures his 

kingdom and the condition and nature of all Christendom – 

that it might well be called a little Bible. In it is 

comprehended most beautifully and briefly everything that is 

in the entire Bible. It is really a fine enchiridion or handbook. 

In fact, I have a notion that the Holy Spirit wanted to take the 

trouble Himself to compile a short Bible and book of 

examples of all Christendom or all saints, so that anyone who 

could not read the whole Bible would here have anyway an 

entire summary of it, comprised in one little book.” 

And John Calvin proclaims: “Not without good grounds 

am I wont to call this book an anatomy of all parts of the 

soul, since no one can experience emotions, whose portrait 

he could not behold reflected in its mirror. Yes, the Holy 

Spirit has there depicted in the most vivid manner every 

species of pain, affliction, fear, doubt, hope, care, anxiety, 

and turbulent emotion, through which the hearts of men are 

chased. Other portions of the Scriptures contain 

commandments, whose transmission the Lord enjoined upon 

His servants; but in the Psalms, the Prophets communing 

with God and uncovering their inmost feelings, call and urge 

every reader to self-examination to such a degree, that of the 

numerous infirmities to which we are liable, and of the many 

failings which oppress us, not one remains concealed.” 

In comparing the sufficiency of the Psalms with man-

written hymnbooks, Roland Ward justly wonders, “… if the 

Psalter needs uninspired compositions to supplement it, how 

is it that not only did the Apostles not perceive and meet this 

need but that the collections of hymns produced subsequently 

are so constantly revised?”     

Still others contend that the content of the Psalms, rooted 

as it is in the Old Testament, is in some ways “outdated,” and 

expresses themes that are deemed “inappropriate” for the 
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worship of New Covenant believers. By this is meant 

particularly the Psalms of imprecation, in which divine wrath 

is called down upon enemies and their utter destruction is 

welcomed. Yet how can this opinion be maintained by those 

who confess with Paul that “All Scripture is God breathed, 

and is profitable”?  

Again, Rowland Ward’s comments are helpful: “For 

those who accept the full inspiration of Scripture this 

objection should not have any force. Yet it is to be feared that 

many evangelical Christians in effect censor the word of 

God... Some psalm translations omit verses regarded as 

‘unchristian’ and the verse numbering system employed in 

these books does not enable this to be immediately 

recognized. Of course one readily grants that there is 

progress in the unfolding of God’s redemptive purposes, but 

this is not progress from error to truth but from seed promise 

to full bloom. Besides, psalms regarded as offensive to 

modern taste (eg. Ps 69) are quoted in the New Testament! 

Does this mean we need an expurgated New Testament, or is 

the problem with us? We must allow Scripture to determine 

what is or is not appropriate in worship.”  

J.G. Vos writes even more forcefully: “God’s kingdom 

cannot come without Satan’s kingdom being destroyed. 

God’s will cannot be done on earth without the destruction of 

evil. Evil cannot be destroyed without the destruction of men 

who are permanently identified with it. Instead of being 

influenced by the sickly sentimentalism of the present day, 

Christian people should realize that the glory of God 

demands the destruction of evil. Instead of being insistent 

upon the assumed, but really non-existent, rights of men, they 

should focus their attention on the rights of God. Instead of 

being ashamed of the Imprecatory Psalms, and attempting to 

apologize for them and explain them away, Christian people 

should glory in them and not hesitate to use them in the 

public and private exercises of the worship of God.” 

The plain fact of the matter is that the Psalms, from start 

to finish, are full of Christ.  We have it on the authority of 

our Lord Himself that the Psalms are about Him (Luke 

24:44). Furthermore, direct quotations from the Psalms are 

cited in the New Testament as having been spoken directly 
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by Christ. “Therefore, when He came into the world, He said: 

‘Sacrifice and offering You did not desire, But a body You 

have prepared for Me’” (Hebrews 10:5). Only an inspired 

hymn book can claim, not merely to speak about Christ in the 

third person, but to record His very words in the first person! 

Consider, among other examples, the text of Psalm 22, with 

its striking portrayal of the sufferings of Christ on the cross, 

right down to the details of the piercing of His hands and feet 

and the gambling of the soldiers for his garments.   

God has given to His Church for all ages a gloriously 

sufficient praise book in the Psalms of David. 

 
The Psalms are without error.  
(Psalm 12:6; 18:30) 

 

By virtue of its inerrancy, the Bible is infinitely superior 

to any book of mere human composition.  No orthodox 

Christian would deny this fact, or place the writings of men – 

even the best theologians – alongside the Scriptures as equal 

in value. The writings of John Calvin may be highly 

esteemed, yet who among his theological heirs would dare to 

substitute a reading from his Institutes in the place of 

Scripture in public worship?  

Yet many who call themselves Reformed (not to mention 

the legions of non-reformed evangelicals) routinely substitute 

the singing of uninspired human hymns for the singing of 

God’s inerrant Psalms. The word “substitute” is important to 

emphasize, for whenever a hymn of human composition is 

incorporated into the public worship of the Church, an 

inspired song from God’s authorized hymnbook is displaced 

– and man’s uninspired words are substituted for God’s 

inspired words. 

We have seen in our study of Scripture that God desires 

to be worshipped with that which is perfect and 

“unblemished.” Yet no song, written without divine 

inspiration, can make such a claim. Only the Psalms of the 

Bible carry the stamp of inerrancy. Thus, one result of 

singing hymns of human composition is that God is 

dishonored by the offering of a blemished sacrifice of praise.  



Worship: From Genesis to Revelation 

 190

“I want a name,” writes William Romaine, “for that man 

who should pretend that he could make better hymns than the 

Holy Ghost. His collection is large enough: it wants no 

addition. It is perfect, as its author, and not capable of any 

improvement. Why in such a case would any man in the 

world take it into his head to write hymns for the use of the 

Church? It is just the same as if he was to write a new Bible, 

not only better than the old, but so much better, that the old 

may be thrown aside. What a blasphemous attempt! And yet 

our hymn-mongers, inadvertently, I hope, have come very 

near to this blasphemy: for they shut out the Psalms, 

introduce their own verses into the Church, sing them with 

great delight, and as they fancy with great profit; although the 

whole practice be in direct opposition to the command of 

God, and therefore cannot possibly be accompanied with the 

blessing of God.” 

Another result of this practice is the entrenchment of 

error, often unconsciously, in the hearts and minds of God’s 

people. This may be done either through the singing of 

hymns which contain some element of falsehood, or through 

the singing of a body of songs which do not contain the 

whole truth, and therefore impart error by omission.  The 

perfection of The Book of Psalms, by God’s design, keeps 

the Church from all such danger.  

We have no promise from God that the words of men, no 

matter how well-intentioned, will pierce the heart and 

administer grace to His people.  But we have such a promise 

with regard to God’s own Word.  Hebrews 4:12 assures us 

that “the word of God [is] quick, and powerful, and sharper 

than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the dividing 

asunder of soul and spirit, and of the joints and marrow, and 

[is] a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart.” The 

Holy Spirit penetrates our hearts as we sing the Psalms in a 

way that no man-written hymn ever could.  
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The Psalms properly balance the themes of 
God’s worship. (Psalm 89:14; Psalm 101:1) 

 

Give a child a choice between brussel sprouts and jelly 

beans.  Which is he likely to pick?  We have a natural 

tendency to choose those things which are most appealing to 

us.  And yet, there are some things that we may not ordinarily 

choose which we most definitely need.   

The same is true of the songs we sing in worship. There 

are some themes in the Bible in which we tend to take special 

delight.  There are others which seem more difficult to 

swallow, but which are just as necessary for our growth in 

grace and in the knowledge of the whole counsel of God.   

If left to our own devices, we might tend to sing songs in 

worship which focus almost exclusively upon the themes that 

we find most appealing (such as grace, love and salvation) 

while laying aside the themes which are less outwardly 

appealing (such as sin, judgment and condemnation of the 

wicked).  A review of most modern hymnals will more than 

corroborate this point.  Yet love and judgment are both 

important aspects of God’s dealings with mankind, and we 

are not free to neglect one in favor of the other.   

In order to fully appreciate the character of God, we must 

consider and meditate upon all of His attributes... not just the 

ones that we find comforting. The book of Psalms presents 

many beautiful pictures of the grace, love and salvation 

offered by God through Christ, while not shying away from 

His righteous judgment and anger against sin.  It is, therefore, 

a book of praise which keeps us anchored in the whole 

counsel of God, feeding our souls with both the “sweet” and 

the “bitter” meat of God’s Word. 

 

The Psalms promote the unity of the 
Church. (Psalm 133:1-3) 

 

It is sad to note that those who adhere to the exclusive 

use of the Psalms in worship are often accused of being 

divisive. Yet it is not the Psalms, but rather man-written 

hymns, which exacerbate divisions in the body of Christ.  
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Hymns composed by men are inescapably sectarian. There is 

a Methodist hymn book, a Baptist hymn book, a 

Congregational hymn book, a Presbyterian hymn book, etc.  

Every hymn of human composition must, of necessity, reflect 

the particular doctrinal bias of its author. As long as such 

biased songs continue to burn sectarian doctrines into the 

hearts of those who sing them week after week, the Church 

must remain in disunity.  

It is impossible for man to compose a hymnal upon 

which all Christians can agree. Yet God has given such a 

hymnal to His Church, perfect in its content, and utterly 

devoid of human opinion. Imagine what strides would be 

made toward unifying the church if all of God’s people made 

His songs the theme of their praise whenever they came 

together for corporate worship!  Instead of filling our minds 

with regular doses of our pet doctrines, we would be filling 

our hearts with God’s Word and learning together from the 

grand themes of the Biblical Psalms. Thus Jesus prayed for 

His Church: “Sanctify them by Your truth; Your word is 

truth.” 

 

So, we have seen… 

 

1. That the Psalms of Scripture have been appointed by 

God to be sung by His people when they gather to worship 

Him. 

 

2. That the Psalms are a complete and sufficient 

hymnbook, expressing both the fullness of Christ and the 

whole range of human experience in relation to God and His 

truth. 

 

3. That the Psalms are inerrant, and thus provide us 

with matter of praise that is not tinctured with erroneous 

theology or omission of essential truth. 

 

4. That the Psalms, by God’s design, properly balance 

the themes of God’s worship, keeping us from excluding 

subjects necessary for our edification, though not naturally 

foremost in our affections. 
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5. That the Psalms, by virtue of their being God’s own 

Word, promote the unity of the Church rather than ingraining 

divisive doctrines of men by repetition. 

 

Let me conclude with a final quote from Dr. Pressly: 

“Here then, Christian reader, you are called to decide, as one 

who is accountable to God. He who has made it your duty to 

sing psalms to His praise, has given you in His word a book 

of Psalms. This book is the production of the ever-blessed 

Spirit, and bears upon it, in characters of light, the impress of 

His own infinite wisdom. It is the Word of God.  The most 

that can be said of any other system of psalms or hymns, is 

that in the judgment of man, it is agreeable to and founded 

upon the word of God. Which of these systems, then, will 

you choose; the one which God has provided, or the one 

which man would give you in its stead?” 
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Chapter 20 
Worship in Proverbs 

 

Some have seen a wonderful analogy in this unique book, 

of Christ – the wisdom of God – instructing His children in 

the way they should go, and warning them against the 

spiritual adultery of false worship. Certainly, the contrast 

between the excellencies of God’s Word and the natural 

foolishness, laziness, and self-centeredness of man points to 

the need for every act to be anchored in the prescriptive will 

of God.   

The book of Proverbs is unique among the inspired 

Scriptures. Far more than a mere collection of wise sayings, 

this book holds before us Christ – the wisdom of God – the 

Divine logos, as He calls out to His children and shows them 

the way of life.   

The book may be divided into three main sections. 

Chapters 1-9 are more prosaic in structure, and unfold the 

excellence of Wisdom as contrasted with wickedness. 

Chapters 10:1-22:16 comprise the collected sayings of 

Solomon in the form of short and profound statements. The 

remainder of the book, though possible to divide into further 

sub-sections, may be summed up as a collection of wise 

insights from a variety of other sources. All three sections are 

designed to contrast the way of wisdom with the path of 

wickedness. 

 

God’s Word alone is trustworthy.  
(Proverbs 3:1-8; 30:1-6) 

 

Wisdom begins with the fear of the Lord, and is 

evidenced by diligent and glad submission to His 

commandments. In the keeping of God’s commandments 

there is life, peace, fulfillment, and reward. The 

trustworthiness of God’s Word is contrasted with the 

weakness and vanity of man’s own understanding, though he 

is ever prone to be “wise in this own eyes.” True wisdom, 

according to Proverbs, is seen in the acknowledgment of our 

own utter lack of the knowledge of God, which leads to a 
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total dependence upon His pure and perfect Word in all 

matters of faith and life.  

Thus, the warning is sounded: “Do not add to His words, 

lest He rebuke you, and you be found a liar” (Prov. 30:6), 

which is nothing but a repetition of the Regulative Principle.  

Matthew Henry observes, “This forbids the advancing of any 

thing, not only in contradiction to the word of God, but in 

competition with it; though it be under the plausible pretense 

of explaining it, yet, if it pretend to be of equal authority with 

it, it is adding to his words, which is not only a reproach to 

them as insufficient, but opens a door to all manner of errors 

and corruptions; for, that one absurdity being granted, that 

the word of any man, or company of men, is to be received 

with the same faith and veneration as the word of God, a 

thousand follow. We must be content with what God has 

thought fit to make known to us of His mind, and not covet to 

be wise above what is written.”  

How does this apply to our ongoing study of worship? 

Let it only be asked whether or not the placing of man-made 

hymns alongside of God’s inspired songs (or worse, 

displacing them) – or the addition of any element or 

ceremony in worship which God has not commanded – falls 

under the just censure of this great warning. 

 

God’s Word alone is satisfying.  

(Proverbs 5:1-23)  

 

It is interesting to note that the first section of Proverbs, 

which may be said to lay the foundation for all that follows, 

often returns to a particular theme. The way of wisdom is 

repeatedly contrasted with the seductions of a wayward and 

adulterous woman. It is no coincidence that adultery is often 

used in Scripture to illustrate spiritual unfaithfulness, and 

particularly idolatry and false worship.  

For Solomon, this had particular force, for we are told in 

1 Kings 11:1-4: “King Solomon loved many foreign women, 

as well as the daughter of Pharaoh: women of the Moabites, 

Ammonites, Edomites, Sidonians, and Hittites -- from the 

nations of whom the LORD had said to the children of Israel, 
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‘You shall not intermarry with them, nor they with you. 

Surely they will turn away your hearts after their gods.’ 

Solomon clung to these in love. And he had seven hundred 

wives, princesses, and three hundred concubines; and his 

wives turned away his heart. For it was so, when Solomon 

was old, that his wives turned his heart after other gods; and 

his heart was not loyal to the LORD his God, as was the heart 

of his father David.”  

While recognizing that the primary scope of these 

warnings in Proverbs is to exhort us against sexual sin, 

Matthew Henry notes, “Some apply this figuratively, and by 

the adulterous woman here understand idolatry, or false 

doctrine, which tends to debauch men’s minds and manners, 

to which it may as fitly as anything be applied.” Further 

supporting this application is the fact that Christ is presented 

in Proverbs as Wisdom personified, who calls His Bride to 

faithfulness.  The Church is the Bride of Christ, and her 

fidelity to her Husband is nowhere more important than in 

her intimate communion with Him in worship.  

Seen in this light, the 5
th
 chapter of Proverbs exposes the 

enticing nature of false worship in its appeal to the sensual 

desires (vs. 3 – “For the lips of an immoral woman drip 

honey, And her mouth is smoother than oil”). Yet the ways of 

the spiritual adulterer are unstable, so that the satisfaction of 

the worshipper is never fulfilled (vs. 6 – “Her ways are 

unstable; You do not know them.”). Following this path leads 

to bondage to the will of another (vss. 8-10 – “Remove your 

way far from her, And do not go near the door of her house, 

Lest you give your honor to others, And your years to the 

cruel one; Lest aliens be filled with your wealth, And your 

labors go to the house of a foreigner”). Succumbing to her 

charms ultimately leads to judgment (vss. 11-13 – “And you 

mourn at last, When your flesh and your body are consumed, 

And say: "How I have hated instruction, And my heart 

despised correction! I have not obeyed the voice of my 

teachers, Nor inclined my ear to those who instructed me!”). 

Instead of following after the deceptive desires of the flesh, 

the child of God is admonished to “drink from his own well,” 

and to rejoice and delight in the wife of his youth. Thus, the 
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pure worship of God is to be prized and cherished above all 

of the fleeting flirtations of will-worship. 

By contrast, this is an illustration of the Church’s 

faithfulness to Christ, whose provisions are more than 

sufficient. The restlessness of the human heart, ever prone to 

be dissatisfied with the good that God provides and to search 

for fulfillment in the experience of something “new,” here 

receives a much needed rebuke. To paraphrase Solomon: 

“Let true worship be as the loving hind and pleasant roe; be 

satisfied with its rich provisions at all times; and be ravished 

always with the love of God’s ordinances. For why should 

you be intoxicated with false worship, and embrace the 

bosom of a stranger?” The promise of will-worship is 

unfulfilling and ultimately destructive, but true satisfaction is 

found in faithfulness to God’s Word.  

 

God’s Word alone is protective.  
(Proverbs 6:20-35; 19:20-21) 

 

As a wise father, Solomon gives instruction to his son. 

God never intended young people to be independent of their 

parents. He provides “the father’s commandment” and “the 

law of the mother” as a lamp to guide the path of the child, 

because sinful nature is bound to follow a destructive course 

in the pursuit of self-gratification. Once again, Solomon 

illustrates the danger of following a self-seeking course with 

the lure of the evil woman – not because there were no other 

sins to which the foolishness of youth might lead – but 

because these seductions of the flesh best represent the 

proneness of the heart to stray from faithfulness to God.  

The relationship between parents and children, like that 

between husband and wife, is a reflection of man’s 

relationship to God. The commandments of God, like those 

of earthly parents, are designed to protect His children from 

their natural tendency to follow the sensual desires of the 

flesh, resulting ultimately in their destruction. The value of 

heeding God’s counsel and taking hold of His instruction is 

tied to a long-term perspective: “that you may be wise in your 

latter end” (19:20).  
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The natural bent of the heart is to seek immediate 

gratification without considering the long-term 

consequences, but God would have His people to “consider 

the latter end” and realize the value of humble submission to 

His commands. “There are many devices in a man’s heart,” 

says Solomon – no lack of imaginations and purposes 

designed to satisfy his desire for personal fulfillment – but 

“the counsel of the Lord – that will stand” (19:21).  

In worship, as in every other area of life, the 

imaginations in the heart of men constantly seek expression 

in order to gain a sense of personal fulfillment. To follow 

them is to surrender to the lure of spiritual adultery, which 

brings with it many consequences. Not least of these is the 

kindling of God’s wrath, for the offense given to Him by our 

unfaithfulness. Far better to subdue the raging appetite for 

short-term self-gratification, recognize the protective design 

of God’s commandments, and hold fast to the counsel of the 

Lord, which stands forever.   

 

God’s Word alone is excellent.  

(Proverbs 8:1-36) 

 

Chapter 8 of Proverbs records the call of heavenly 

Wisdom – the voice of the Son of God. That Christ is the 

speaker here is plain from the personal attributes ascribed to 

Wisdom, which rightly apply to no one but Him. He is called 

the divine Word, or logos, who was with God in the 

beginning, and who was God. Thus the Wisdom of which 

Solomon writes is none other than the Word of Christ, calling 

to the sons of men to forsake foolishness, and renounce the 

evil of pride and arrogance, which makes a man imagine that 

his word and his plans are better than God’s. “Counsel is 

mine,” says Christ, “and sound wisdom; I am understanding; 

I have strength” (vs. 14).  

The excellency of the Word of Christ is here exalted 

above all of the vain imaginations of men, and He cries 

loudly at the gates – He speaks of “excellent things” and 

“right things.”  It is by Him that kings reign and princes rule 

– and if the Wisdom of God in Christ overrules in the palaces 
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of earthly monarchs, how much more is His Word supreme in 

His own house!  

Therefore, writing to the church at Colossae, Paul says, 

“Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom, 

teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns 

and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the 

Lord.” This is an application of Proverbs 8 to the life and 

worship of the Church. The excellency of the word of Christ 

is to be found in the Church’s songs of praise. In the inspired 

psalms, hymns and songs of David, the Word of Christ 

Himself sounds forth. “All of His words are righteousness; 

nothing crooked or perverse is in them” (Prov. 8:8).  “All the 

things that may be desired cannot be compared to it” (Prov. 

8:11).    

 

God’s Word alone is to be heeded.  

(Proverbs 9:1-6; 13-18) 

 

A striking comparison is laid out in the 9
th
 chapter of 

Proverbs. It begins with Wisdom, building her house. In light 

of what we have seen regarding the identification of Wisdom 

with Christ in chapter 8, we have here a picture of the 

establishment of the Church and its ministry. Its table is 

furnished with provisions from God, like the wedding feast to 

which the elect are gathered. Messengers are sent forth to 

invite the simple to the feast, which signifies the call of the 

gospel to those who are perishing. Bread and wine are the 

staples of the banquet, pointing to the body and blood of 

Christ.  

The picture is complete.  All that is needful or desirable 

has been provided in advance by the Wisdom of God. Yet 

soon another voice is heard, inviting the simple to a rival 

banquet. It is the clamorous voice of the foolish woman. 

Matthew Henry writes, “Carnal sensual pleasure I take to be 

especially meant by this foolish woman; for that is the great 

enemy to virtue and inlet to vice.”  She sets herself up in 

competition with the Church, posing as a counterfeit. She too 

has a house, from which she calls to those who “go right on 

their ways.” She holds forth “stolen water” and bread, which 
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must be eaten in secret – yet she presents them as more 

desirable than what God has provided, because they have 

been “liberated” from His control.  

What a poignant picture this is of the Satan’s attempts to 

offer empty counterfeits of the perfect provisions that Christ 

has made for His Church – designed to appeal to the fleshly 

nature of man and distracting them from the way of truth.  

An even more direct statement of the Biblical principle 

of worship is found in Proverbs 21:27: “The sacrifice of the 

wicked is an abomination; How much more when he brings it 

with wicked intent!” Whether his intent is wicked or not, the 

sacrifice he brings is still an abomination before God, but 

wicked intent makes it all the more abominable. 

Charles Bridges comments on this verse: “At no time, 

under no circumstances, can the sacrifice of the wicked be 

acceptable. All the true requisites of holy worship are 

wanting. There is no heart. The service is therefore only a 

formality or hypocrisy. There is no way of access; no ‘altar to 

sanctify the gift.’ Therefore it is presumption, self-

righteousness, will-worship. There is no ‘faith, without which 

it is impossible to please God.’ (Bear in mind that faith 

comes by hearing and hearing by the Word of God. There can 

be no faith behind an action which has no warrant in God’s 

Word). The material act, considered in itself, may be good; 

but the corrupt principle makes the sacrifice an abomination.  

How much more – the sin is double – when he brings it with 

a wicked mind! The mind under the dominant power of sin is 

like a pestilential atmosphere, which infests all within its 

sphere to influence. Such was it, when Balaam brought his 

sacrifice, that he might curse Israel; Saul, in wayward 

disobedience; Absalom and Jezebel, to cover their treachery; 

the adulteress, as a lulling to her unwary prey; the Pharisees, 

as a handle to their covetousness; Antinomian professors, for 

the indulgence of their lusts! What an abomination must their 

service be before him, who is ‘of purer eyes than to behold 

evil, and cannot look on iniquity!’” 

Solomon writes, “Where there is no revelation, the 

people cast off restraint, but happy is he who keeps the law”  

(Proverbs 29:18). Two voices constantly compete for the 

souls of men.  The voice of Wisdom – that of Christ Himself 
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– calls out from the house that He has built. He has furnished 

everything needful, and bids the simple only to come, with 

nothing in their hands, and be filled up with the elements that 

He has provided. The voice of the clamorous woman also 

cries out – folly and wickedness seek to lure you from the 

straight path of obedience – they appeal to your flesh, and 

promise fulfillment in “stolen waters” – counterfeit copies of 

the bountiful elements that Christ has provided for His 

Church.  This voice has led many into a false banquet, 

convincing them that they are better served by foolish 

inventions than by the provisions of the Word of God. 

Which voice will you heed? 
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Chapter 21 
Worship in Ecclesiastes 

 

The fundamental error of the sons of men, which lies 

behind all their departures from God, is that they are like 

their first parents, hoping to be as gods, by entertaining 

themselves with what seems good for food, pleasant to the 

eyes, and desirable to make one wise. The purpose of 

Ecclesiastes is to lay low the pride of man and direct us to 

fear God and keep His commandments.    

 

Beware of a lust for novelty.  
(Ecclesiastes 1:1-11) 

 

The “preacher” of Ecclesiastes, writing from his own 

painful experience, seeks to expose all of the foolish notions 

that men treasure which cause them to seek satisfaction and 

fulfillment in their own works and wisdom.  He has been the 

consummate hedonist, plumbing the depths of every means 

by which man has sought self-fulfillment and personal 

happiness, and he has found them all to be of the same 

substance: vanity of vanities – nothingness of nothingness! 

He thus begins this inspired book with an emphatic 

declaration of the vanity, or emptiness, of all that men do and 

compares the fleeting nature of men’s works with the 

constancy of the works of God.  

Yet men are not satisfied with the testimony of God in 

what they see and hear.  Thus, after recounting the glorious 

works of God which are everywhere evident in the world that 

He made and governs, he laments in verse 8, “The eye is not 

satisfied with seeing, Nor the ear filled with hearing.” 

Man’s most basic problem is his dissatisfaction with 

what God has provided, and his lust to fulfill himself in some 

other way. The heart of fallen man burns with a lust for 

novelty, and like the foolish philosophers of Athens they 

“spend their time in nothing else but either to tell or to hear 

some new thing.” This restlessness in the heart of man is the 

result of sinful pride. Instead of resting content in God’s 

word and works, fallen man fashions himself as a great 
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designer, whose brilliant inventions earn him a name and 

make him worthy of praise in the eyes of his fellow men. 

Nowhere is this disenchantment with God’s provision 

and insatiable quest for novelty more central than in his 

approach to worship. This has always been the very nature of 

idolatry – from Cain’s offering to Babel’s tower, from 

Aaron’s golden calf to Nadab and Abihu’s strange fire, from 

Jeroboam’s high places to the Pharisees’ human traditions 

and the modern church’s obsession with creative will-

worship – men have sought to fulfill themselves in worship 

through finding some new thing under the sun.  

The lust for novelty in religious experience is nothing 

more or less than the desire to make God in our own image, 

and therefore to be God. To unmask the folly of this lust for 

novelty, the Preacher of Ecclesiastes declares, “there is 

nothing new under the sun.”  

Away with the unquenchable fascination with new-and-

improved experiences in worship! It is nothing but the 

gratifying of the hidden idolatry of the heart. Matthew Henry 

explains, “We are apt to nauseate old things, and to grow 

weary of what we have long been used to, as Israel of the 

manna.” Yet God’s Word rebukes our native restlessness: 

“Stand in the ways and see, and ask for the old paths, where 

the good way is, and walk in it; then you will find rest for 

your souls. But they said, ‘We will not walk in it.’” Let us not 

be like Israel, who forsook the “old paths” for the pursuit of 

“some new thing.” The inventions of men will not be 

remembered, but the Word of the Lord stands forever.   

 

Do not add to or subtract from God’s 
perfect Word. (Ecclesiastes 3:14-15) 

 

We find in verse 14 a re-statement of the Regulative 

Principle, this time applied to the works of God. In Proberbs, 

Solomon wrote, “Do not add to His words, lest He rebuke 

you, and you be found a liar” (Prov. 30:6). Here the same 

author writes, “I know that whatever God does, it shall be 

forever. Nothing can be added to it, and nothing taken from 

it.”  
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The common theme in these statements of Scripture, 

whether applied to worship (Deut. 12:32), or the sufficiency 

of God’s word (Prov. 30:6; Rev. 20:18-19), or the sufficiency 

of His works (Eccl. 3:14), is the sufficiency of what God has 

provided, compared to the instability and untrustworthiness 

of the words and works of men. Matthew Henry writes, “As 

the word of God, so the works of God are every one of them 

perfect in its kind, and it is presumption for us either to add 

to them or to diminish from them, Deut. 4:2. It is therefore as 

much our interest, as our duty, to bring our wills to the will 

of God.”  

The reason that God establishes His Word and works so 

that man cannot alter them by his inventions is also stated by 

Solomon: “God does it, that men should fear Him.” It is 

nothing but the lack of godly fear that causes foolish 

creatures to take it upon themselves to improve what God has 

established according to His unalterable will. All of the 

presumptuous additions introduced into God’s holy worship 

throughout Scripture were the expressions of men who did 

not properly fear the Lord. But God will require an account 

for each one.  

We have only to think of Uzzah, or Nadab and Abihu, or 

King Saul, or Jeroboam, or Uzziah to see the inevitable 

judgment of God that falls upon those who add or subtract 

from His word. Nor let it be imagined that the lack of 

immediate judgment implies God’s approval of men’s 

audacious inventions. Solomon warns us against vain self-

confidence when he says, “Because the sentence against an 

evil work is not executed speedily, therefore the heart of the 

sons of men is fully set in them to do evil” (Eccl. 8:11).  

There can be no doubt that God will judge every attempt 

by men to alter His Word by addition or deletion. Let us 

therefore determine to walk obediently in the fear of the 

Lord, and be satisfied with the fullness of what He has given 

to us in His word and works. 
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Guard your feet in the house of God.  

(Ecclesiastes 5:1-3) 

 

“Solomon’s design,” writes Matthew Henry, “in driving 

us off from the world, by showing us its vanity, is to drive us 

to God and to our duty, that we may not walk in the way of 

the world, but by religious rules, nor depend upon the wealth 

of the world, but on religious advantages.” The very tone of 

these verses indicates that there is a special intimacy of 

communion with God when His people enter into the solemn 

exercises of worship. Therefore, when we come into His 

courts to engage in formal worship, we are exhorted to put a 

restraint on our feet, lest we walk in a way that gives offense 

to Him.  

Not only our feet, but our mouths are to be restrained, for 

we are taught to come before the presence of God to hear, 

and not to offer the sacrifice of fools. The “fools” spoken of 

here are those who rush into God’s courts as though they 

have something to offer Him with their words. They are more 

concerned with what they will do and say in His presence – 

with the exercise of their “gifts,” than with humbly and 

reverently bowing before His Word. They come to speak and 

please themselves with the overflow of their lips, and are not 

even conscious that they give offense to God: they “do not 

know that they do evil.”  

Against this vain worship, Solomon reminds us, “God is 

in heaven, and you on earth: therefore let your words be 

few.” The emphasis in worship is the transcendence of God, 

which requires His worshippers to approach Him in all due 

humility. Thus Matthew Henry advises, “Let us speak to 

God, and of Him, in His own words, words which the 

Scripture teaches; and let our words, words of our own 

invention, be few, lest, not speaking by rule, we speak amiss.”  

A proper understanding of God’s exalted glory will keep 

us from trampling His courts with vain and showy worship 

which serves no other purpose than to exalt the creature 

instead of the Creator. Open your ears, close your mouth, 

examine your heart, and govern your actions in the house of 
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God as a humble creature who draws near to the Lord of 

Glory according to His Word. 

 

Be subject to the Word of God.  

(Ecclesiastes 8:2-5) 

 

In this passage we have a rule set down for how we are to 

conduct ourselves before kings. Solomon’s words here bear a 

striking resemblance to those of Paul in the beginning of the 

13th chapter of Romans. “Let every soul be subject to the 

governing authorities. For there is no authority except from 

God, and the authorities that exist are appointed by God.  

Therefore whoever resists the authority resists the ordinance 

of God, and those who resist will bring judgment on 

themselves.  For rulers are not a terror to good works, but to 

evil. Do you want to be unafraid of the authority? Do what is 

good, and you will have praise from the same.  For he is 

God's minister to you for good. But if you do evil, be afraid; 

for he does not bear the sword in vain; for he is God's 

minister, an avenger to execute wrath on him who practices 

evil.  Therefore you must be subject, not only because of 

wrath but also for conscience' sake” (Romans 13:1-5). 

Solomon’s reference to “the oath of God,” like Paul’s 

affirmation that the governing authority is “God’s minister,” 

indicates that the king’s authority is merely a reflection of the 

Kingly authority of the Lord. We are to offer all due 

subjection to the king because he is God’s minister, and our 

actions toward him mirror our submission to the Lord.  

By analogy, then, the principles stated here apply even 

more forcefully to our conduct as subjects of the King of 

kings. If we are to keep the king’s commandments, for the 

sake of the oath of God, and conduct ourselves in the royal 

court with reverent fear, how much more must we obey 

God’s laws and order our conduct in His holy courts 

according to what He requires? If we are not to be hasty is 

going out of the king’s presence, how much more should we 

love to tarry in the courts of the Lord? If we are not to persist 

in an evil opinion or  practice  in  the  king’s  presence,  how  

much  more  should we be ready to forsake every vain 
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opinion before Him who “does whatever He pleases, in 

heaven and in earth, in the seas and in all deep places” 

(Psalm 135:6). If there is power where the word of a king is, 

how much more is power to be found in the Word of the 

Lord.  

Three reasons are given for the subjection here required. 

First, we must be subject for conscience’ sake – because of 

“the oath of God,” by which we are bound in covenant to 

serve Him as His creatures. Second, we must be subject for 

wrath’s sake – because His commands are enforced by His 

power and judgment. Third, we must be subject for the sake 

of our own comfort – for he who keeps His command will 

experience nothing harmful.  

Thus, conscience toward God, reverent fear, and a due 

regard for the well-being that He promises to those who walk 

obediently will induce us to yield to His authority when we 

stand before His presence. 

 

Fear God and keep His commandments.  

(Ecclesiastes 12:13-14) 
 

The final conclusion and exhortation of the Preacher is 

found in the last two verses of this remarkable book.  “The 

great inquiry which Solomon prosecutes in this book,” writes 

Matthew Henry, “is, What is that good which the sons of men 

should do? (Eccl. 2:3). What is the true way to happiness, the 

certain means to attain our great end? He had in vain sought 

it among those things which most men are eager in pursuit of, 

but here, at length, he has found it.”  

The answer to this great question is as simple as it is 

profound: Fear God and keep His commandments. The root 

of religion is the fear of God reigning in the heart, a 

reverence of His majesty, a deference to His authority, and a 

dread of His wrath. To fear God is to worship Him, giving 

Him the glory due to His name. The rule of religion is the 

law of God revealed in the Scriptures.  

Our fear towards God must be taught by His 

commandments. Wherever the fear of God is uppermost in 

the heart, there will be a respect to all his commandments, 
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and care to keep them without adding our own inventions or 

leaving what He has required undone. Solomon underscores 

this duty once more by referring to the inevitable judgment of 

every man’s works.  

The great thing to be judged in man’s works is whether 

they are good or evil; which is just another way of saying, 

whether or not they conform to His revealed word – for that 

is the only way that good and evil can be known. The 

“conclusion of the whole matter,” then, is the absolute vanity 

of the words and works of man, and the absolute perfection 

of God’s word and works. We do well, says Solomon, to 

remember this – in our daily employment, in our conduct as 

citizens, in our recreation, and especially when we come into 

the house of the Lord – the same rule is to govern us in every 

sphere of life: Fear God and keep His commandments.   

The great principle is therefore further established, that 

man’s every activity is to be regulated by the revealed will of 

God found in His infallible Word. If our worship does not 

conform to this rule, and we are not able to say with 

confidence that what we do is commanded by God, then we 

have no firm ground upon which to stand.  

“Fear God and keep His commandments, for this is the 

whole duty of man.”  
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Chapter 22 
Worship in Song of Solomon 

 

This song of love expresses the mutual affection of 

Christ and His Bride, the Church, though the analogy of the 

passion of two lovers for one another. As such, it has much to 

teach us concerning the close communion which we hold 

with Christ in worship.     

 

Marriage is an analogy of Christ’s union 
with the Church. (Ephesians 5:30-32) 

 

The Song of Solomon has perplexed many, due to the 

fact that its theme is entirely devoted to the intense romantic 

love between a young woman and her intended. This theme, 

and the fairly explicit nature of its recounting, have led some 

to question its spiritual value as a part of the Bible. Yet the 

authenticity of the Song of Solomon was never doubted by 

the Jews or the best orthodox interpreters. Nor should its 

content be unsettling.  

The bond of love and affection between man and woman 

in the context of marriage is God’s design, and is therefore 

good. Furthermore, God has seen fit to use the intensity of 

marital love as an analogy of Christ’s union with the Church 

(c.f.,  Isaiah 61:10-62:7; Ephesians 5:32; Revelation 21:1-

12). 

Seen in the light of the whole of Scripture, the Song of 

Solomon is both a glorious description of the divinely-

ordained love between husband and wife, and a rich analogy 

of the bond between Jesus and His chosen Bride, the Church.  

Further strengthening this truth is the fact that Solomon is 

presented to us in Scripture, like his father David, as a type of 

Christ.  

 

a. His name, Solomon, which means “peace” – he is the 

type of the Prince of Peace 

b. His wisdom 

c. The surpassing glory of His kingdom 

d. His building of the temple  
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We may therefore be confident, as we read the Song of 

Solomon, that “a greater than Solomon is here” (Matt. 

12:42). With this in view, it is interesting to note the 

progression that appears in the writings of Solomon as they 

are presented to us in Scripture.  

A major theme of Proverbs was the warning against the 

temptations of the adulteress, in which is an illustration of 

the dangers of the powerful lure of false worship. In 

Ecclesiastes, Solomon elaborates upon the emptiness (vanity) 

of seeking fulfillment in the pursuit of fleshly pleasures, as 

opposed to “fearing God and keeping His commandments.” 

Thus, spiritual adultery is unmasked and its inability to 

provide true satisfaction is exposed. Now, in the Song of 

Solomon, the incomparable glories of reveling in the 

presence of Christ, seeking His face alone and hanging upon 

His every word, are set forth in passionate display.  

And not only this, but the passion of Christ for the 

Church is laid before us in striking terms as well. If adultery 

is analogous to false worship in Scripture, then the glorious 

union between bride and bridegroom chiefly expresses the 

purity and delight of true worship, which is the closest 

communion that we have with Him. As such, it is to be 

marked with purity, faithfulness, and inexpressible delight. 

 

It is Christ who makes worship acceptable.  
(Song of Solomon 1:1-2:7) 

 

The true title of this book is “the song of songs,” which 

indicates that it is the best song of all (compare with similar 

phrases: “King of kings,” “Lord of lords,” “Holy of holies”). 

It is the song of the intimate love between Christ and His 

Church, most sweetly expressed in the act of worship, and 

there is no grander theme in the world. Yet, for all of its 

glory in expressing the intimacy between Christ and His 

Bride, this song was never incorporated into the public 

worship of the Church. This fact has two important 

implications for our consideration of worship song:  
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(1) It was God’s intention to provide a particular 

collection of songs to be used exclusively by the Church in 

its corporate worship 

 

(2) God approves of the use of songs, aimed at His glory, 

in settings outside of public worship.  

 

That the main concern of the analogy presented here is 

the most intimate communion which the Church has with 

Christ in the ordinances of worship is seen in the opening 

lines of the song, culminating in the phrase, “The king has 

brought me into his chambers.” This phrase not only makes it 

clear that the affections described in the song are to be 

understood in the context of the holy relationship of husband 

and wife, but also frames the analogy in terms of the Bride’s 

approach to her Beloved “in His chambers,” indicating the 

closest possible communion between them.  

When the Church, as a corporate body, draws near to 

God’s presence in the act of public worship, she meets with 

Christ, the Bridegroom, in His chambers, as it were. Yet as 

soon as the Bride is in the chambers of the King, she is struck 

by the contrast between His perfect beauty (“rightly do they 

love you”) and her own blemished appearance.  She comes to 

her Beloved as one whose appearance bears the marks of 

forced labor, and who offers nothing of substance to the 

King, and yet is declared by Him to be fair and lovely, 

because He has covered her with “His banner” of love.  

John Gill, who preached a series of 122 sermons on the 

applications of this book to the Church as the Bride of Christ, 

writes, “The church is this banqueting house. [It] is a house 

built by wisdom, and furnished with all the necessary 

provisions of grace; here is ‘a feast of fat things prepared of 

wines on the lees well refined.’ Christ is the master and 

provider of the feast, and he himself is the chief 

entertainment; his flesh is meat indeed, and his blood is drink 

indeed; to all which he gives his people a hearty welcome; 

meets them himself at his well-furnished table, and feasts 

with them; gives them spiritual appetites, and blesses all the 

provisions of his grace to them: hence those are the blessed 

persons who have admittance into, and a dwelling-place in 
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this house, for these shall be continually ‘satisfied with the 

goodness and fatness thereof;’ hence it is that souls are so 

desirous of being here, and are so well pleased with their 

habitation, because it is a banqueting-house unto them; and 

no wonder then is it, that those who are ‘planted in the house 

of the Lord, flourish in the courts of our God.’”  

 

The voice of Christ is the Bride’s chief 
delight. (Song of Solomon 2:8-3:5) 

 

The Song of Solomon is divided into four sections, with 

the phrase “Do not stir up nor awaken love until it pleases” 

intervening between them. The first section sets the tone, 

specifying the union between the Bride and the Beloved, and 

showing how her acceptance is found in His rich provision of 

grace. The second section fixes upon the theme of His voice.  

There is nothing to a bride like the voice of her husband, 

and nothing to the Church like the voice of Christ, speaking 

in the Scriptures. Using the analogy of sheep and Shepherd, 

Jesus says, “My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and 

they follow Me” (John 10:27). There, the emphasis is upon 

the trustworthiness of His voice. Here it is upon the 

delightfulness of it to His Bride.  She loves and longs for 

nothing more, saying “Let me see your face, let me hear your 

voice; for your voice is sweet, and your face is lovely” (2:14).  

The voice of the Beloved, says John Gill, is the Church 

hearing Christ “by the scriptures of truth, which they 

diligently search, and by which they examine every doctrine; 

and whatsoever sound or language is disagreeable thereunto, 

they reject, as not being the voice of Christ.” The Word of 

Christ in Scripture is the delight of the Church in all that it 

does, and most especially does the Church delight in the 

voice of Christ in worship.  

The voice of the Beloved is heard calling upon the Bride 

to “come away” (vss. 10,13). Christ calls the Church into a 

holy conference in worship, away from the world and its 

vanities, which are left behind for the rich bounties of God’s 

ordinances.  
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The voice of the Beloved also calls the Bride to guard 

and protect the vineyard (vs. 15). Gill identifies the “little 

foxes” with purveyors of false doctrine: “Heresies and 

heretics are to be nipped in the bud, otherwise they will 

increase to more ungodliness: these things should be taken in 

time; for errors, seemingly small at first, have grown larger, 

have spread themselves, and have been very fatal to the 

churches of Christ; therefore no error or heresy should be 

connived at, under a notion of its being a small or a harmless 

one; for even little foxes are to be taken.” Let no other voice 

seduce the Bride from the whole-hearted pursuit of the face 

and voice of her Beloved.  

 

The Word of Christ should be heeded 
immediately. (Song of Solomon 5:2-6:3) 

 

In the midst of the third section (3:6 – 8:4) the song takes 

a distressing turn. The Bride is in her bedchamber, when she 

hears her beloved knock on the door, asking to come in. She 

hesitates, because she has retired for the night and it is 

inconvenient for her to arise. When finally her desire for him 

overcomes her hesitation, he is gone. Her “heart leapt up 

when He spoke” but her flesh procrastinated. There is a 

striking resemblance here to the words of Christ to the 

lukewarm Laodicean Church: “Behold, I stand at the door 

and knock” (Rev. 3:20).  

When the Beloved is gone, the friends of the Bride 

encourage her to forsake Him and pursue another (vs. 9). But 

she stirs up her own heart, and theirs, with a rehearsal of His 

many perfections (vss. 10-16), which leaves even these 

lukewarm “daughters of Zion” anxious to pursue Him (6:1). 

At last, she finds Him, “feeding His flock among the lilies.”   

When the Church grows drowsy in duty, and sluggish in 

heeding the voice of Christ, she risks His withdrawal from 

her. This happens when the Bride has “taken off her robes” 

(of righteousness), for then she seeks her own comfort and 

ease. If Christ’s presence is withdrawn, there will be many 

who encourage the Bride to continue on in the service of 

another, but Christ will stir up her heart in the remembrance 
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of His perfections, until she finds Him at last where she knew 

He would be – feeding His lambs. 

 

The Church must be zealous for the honor 
of Christ. (Song of Solomon 8:5-14) 

 

In the closing verses of this glorious song, the Bride 

speaks of the jealousy that fills her heart for the honor of her 

Beloved. As God is jealous for His own glory, so His Bride 

should be jealous for His honor, putting no selfish interest 

above her loving service of Christ. The Bride then speaks of 

Solomon’s vineyard, leased out to keepers, which is the same 

metaphor used by Christ to describe the Church in Matthew 

20:1.  

The zeal of Christ for his Church is seen in His words, 

“My vineyard, which is mine,” in which He emphatically 

affirms His exclusive right in the governing of its affairs.  

The keepers of the vineyard have no right to introduce their 

own policies, but must act as the servants of their master’s 

will. They are to “listen for His voice” (vs. 13).  

The share that He requires from the keepers is 1,000 

silver coins, which the Church is happy to surrender to Him. 

Out of this share, He provides for their welfare. Here is a 

final affirmation of the ownership of Christ in His Church, 

along with her glad surrender to Him of all that is His by 

right, out of the zeal that fills her heart for His honor.  

In worship Christ says, “The vineyard is mine,” and His 

Bride says, “You will have the whole of the glory,” yet all of 

this is done not from a sense of obligation, but for the sake of 

the Beloved.  
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Chapter 23 
Worship in Isaiah 

 

The prophecy of Isaiah is filled with ominous predictions 

of judgment and glorious promises of redemption, anchored 

in the historical events which led to the captivity of Judah. 

The corruption of God’s pure worship was at the heart of 

Judah’s rebellion, and therefore we are not surprised to find 

great insight here upon this essential subject.    

The book of Isaiah stands at the head of the prophetic 

writings of Scripture, introducing us to the fearful and 

glorious Word of the Lord to a rebellious people. The office 

of Prophet in Israel is often thought of almost exclusively in 

terms of foretelling what God will bring to pass in the future. 

But the prophets of Israel and Judah were not mere fortune-

tellers – though God did use them to forewarn His people of 

future events and to reveal future blessings. The main 

function of the Prophet was declare the Word of the Lord to 

His people – often in the form of a charge against them for 

unfaithfulness, accompanied by a call to repentance. The 

prophet is, in this sense, a kind of prosecuting attorney, 

laying out God’s case against a rebellious people. 

Yet even this is too simplistic, since the charges brought 

by the prophets were also intended to turn the people from 

their sins. God sent His messengers to declare unto the 

people their sins, in order to move them to repentance. 

Sometimes, however, the purpose of the prophet was to 

declare God’s Word to a people who would not listen – and 

thus leave them without excuse. 

Such was the case with Isaiah and Jeremiah, whose 

ministry is marked by a willful refusal of the people to hear a 

word that they said. Yet through this humble prophet, the 

pleadings, warnings, and promises of God are brought before 

His covenant people, who had become “corrupters” (Is. 1:4) 

– that is, perverters of His Word. 

It is especially important in the context of our study of 

worship to note that while the charges brought by the 

prophets against Israel often included their corruption of 

justice and righteousness and their oppression of the poor and 



Worship: From Genesis to Revelation 

 218

needy, the ultimate sin that is repeatedly mentioned is their 

corruption of the worship of the true and living God, which 

led to every other transgression. Thus, a right understanding 

of the message of the prophets must begin with their 

testimony against the people with regard to their backsliding 

into false worship. 

It is to this emphasis that we will give our attention in 

this study. 

 

True worship is obedience from the heart.  

(Isaiah 1:1-14) 
 

The wayward children of Israel, according to Isaiah, had 

become “corrupters.” They had corrupted the first table of 

the Law through false worship, and the second table through 

injustice and unrighteousness – as the Scriptures continually 

demonstrate that the latter is the inevitable fruit of the 

former.  

The people of Judah were apparently very zealous in the 

performance of religious duty. They multiplied sacrifices, 

celebrated the appointed festivals, made many prayers, and 

even called special assemblies of worship. Yet God 

considered all of their religious activities hateful 

abominations because they did not obey from the heart. They 

were, in a word, hypocrites. Even when their religious 

practices conformed to the commanded ordinances of God, 

their disobedient lives made their services wearisome to Him.  

We must not imagine that mere outward conformity to 

God’s commanded worship will gain the Lord’s favor.  As 

John Knox observed, “…idolatry is not only to worship that 

thing which is not God, but also to trust or lean unto that 

thing which is not God, and has not in itself all sufficiency.”  

The people of Judah had made God’s commanded 

ordinances into idols, trusting in them and seeking to gain 

God’s approval through them. We must guard ourselves 

against all such idolatry.  

Yet this is not to say that God is unconcerned with the 

manner in which His people draw near to Him, for He chides 

the people of Judah saying, “When you come to appear 
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before Me, who has required this from your hand?” This is a 

question that is seldom asked by contemporary worshippers, 

and yet it is the ultimate question. Elsewhere God declares, 

“Obedience is better than sacrifice.”  The sacrifice referred 

to was the commanded sacrifice. God delights in obedience 

more than the “sacrifice of fools” who do not walk prudently 

in His house.  He delights in worship that is obedient to His 

commands, offered from hearts that delight in and rely upon 

His Word alone. 

 

True worship is the testimony of God.  

(Isaiah 8:16-20) 
 

Twice in this brief section of Isaiah’s prophecy, the 

words “law” and “testimony” are used together. Elsewhere, 

the law delivered to Moses is called “the Testimony” 

(Exodus 25:21). This is an important concept. God’s law is 

the testimony of His perfect character. As a testimony, it 

functions both positively and negatively.  

From the negative perspective, the law is a testimony 

against our sin, exposing the fact that our thoughts, words 

and deeds do not conform to God’s perfect righteousness. 

From the positive perspective, the law is a testimony of 

God’s holiness. Sin corrupts the image of God in man, and 

the law bears testimony to this dark reality.  

When God regenerates a soul, His image is restored in 

the sinner. The converted sinner’s conformity to God’s law 

then testifies to the glory of God, who alone can accomplish 

such a work of grace. When our worship does not conform 

“to the law and to the testimony,” a different message is sent.  

False worship is a testimony to the sufficiency of man, and is 

for this reason called “will-worship.”  

Calvin writing on this passage from Isaiah, says: “Hence 

we learn that everything which is added to the word must be 

condemned and rejected. It is the will of the Lord that we 

shall depend wholly on his word, and that our knowledge 

shall be confined within its limits; and therefore, if we lend 

our ears to others, we take a liberty which he has forbidden, 

and offer to him a gross insult. Everything that is introduced 
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by men on their own authority will be nothing else than a 

corruption of the word; and consequently, if we wish to obey 

God, we must reject all other instructors. He likewise warns 

us that, if we abide by the law of the Lord, we shall be 

protected against superstitions and wicked modes of 

worship.”  

The rallying cry of those who seek God’s glory in 

worship is this: “To the law and to the testimony! If they do 

not speak according to this word, it is because there is no 

light in them.” 

 

False worship is a judgment from God.  

(Isaiah 29:9-16) 
 

The worship of the people of Judah in the days of Isaiah 

had become an empty sham. Little by little, they had laid 

aside the commandments of God in favor of the 

commandments of men. As a judgment against them for this 

wicked presumption, the Lord gave them up to blindness.  

This spiritual blindness to the plain truth of God’s Word 

was particularly evident in the prophets, upon whom was 

poured out “a spirit of deep sleep.” As for the people, the 

Bible had become to them “a sealed book.” Its teachings 

were unintelligible to them, as if they were illiterate.  

It is not difficult to see how these things apply to the 

Church today. When God’s commands are displaced by the 

doctrines and commandments of men, the teachers are given 

over to spiritual blindness and Biblical illiteracy becomes the 

defining characteristic of the people. People continue to 

“draw near to God,” but they only render lip-service to Him, 

since their hearts are not instructed by a love for His 

precepts. They prefer to follow the dictates of their own 

wisdom and their worship becomes a vain show.  

Matthew Henry writes: “They do not make the word of 

God the rule of their worship, nor his will their reason. They 

worshipped the God of Israel, not according to his 

appointment, but their own inventions, the directions of their 

false prophets or their idolatrous kings, or the usages of the 

nations that were round about them. The tradition of the 
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elders was of more value and validity with them than the 

laws which God commanded Moses.”  

Jesus clearly applied this passage to the superstitious 

practices of the Pharisees, who elevated human traditions 

above God’s commands in their worship. Paul also alludes to 

it in Colossians 2:22, by which it is clear that this principle 

applies with equal force to New Covenant worship.  The 

commandments of men are not to be the rule of worship. 

When they become so, God gives the Church over to a spirit 

of stupor, and the people fall into doctrinal ignorance.  

As Calvin observes: “when God is worshipped by 

inventions of men, he condemns this ‘fear’ as superstitious, 

though men endeavor to cloak it under a plausible pretense 

of religion, or devotion, or reverence. He assigns the reason, 

that it ‘hath been taught by men.’… he means, that to make 

‘the commandments of men,’ and not the word of God, the 

rule of worshipping him, is a subversion of all order.  But it 

is the will of the Lord, that our ‘fear,’ and the reverence with 

which we worship him, shall be regulated by the rule of his 

word; and he demands nothing so much as simple obedience, 

by which we shall conform ourselves and all our actions to 

the rule of the word, and not turn aside to the right hand or 

to the left.” 

True worship is commonly portrayed as an 
offense to God. (Isaiah 36:1-37:7)  

 

The people of Judah were facing God’s judgment 

because of their sins, first toward God in corrupting His 

worship, and then toward men in corrupting justice. The 

solution to their problem was repentance, beginning with the 

reformation of worship. Toward this end, God had raised up 

Hezekiah, who instituted sweeping reforms of worship 

throughout the land, banishing all man-made inventions and 

restoring God’s pure ordinances to their proper place. It was 

not long, however, before these grand reforms were called 

into question, and the seeds of doubt were sown in the hearts 

of the people.  
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The king of Assyria, who designed to overthrow 

Jerusalem, sent his representative (the Rabshakeh) to shake 

the confidence of the people. Part of his strategy involved 

convincing them that God would not deliver them from the 

hand of Sennacherib the king. He suggested to the people that 

God was offended by Hezekiah’s reforms, because many 

glorious means of worship had been taken away by the 

overzealous reformer.  

It is a common strategy of the enemy to undo any 

progress toward restoring the purity of God’s worship by 

encouraging the notion that God was actually pleased by our 

former inventions and is offended by our forsaking of them. 

When men are convinced by this deception, and return to 

their will-worship, the enemy gains a great victory, for God is 

then genuinely offended and His wrath is kindled against his 

wayward people.  

We must steadfastly resist the suggestions of Satan that 

our forsaking of human inventions deprives God of honor. 

Clarity on the matter is found, as Hezekiah discovered, by 

resorting to the house of the Lord. He will confirm to us, as 

we seek His face, that it is true worship from a contrite heart 

that He desires. 

 

True worship is forsaking man’s thoughts 
in favor of God’s. (Isaiah 55:6-11; 66:1-4) 

 

Isaiah issues a clarion call in the name of the Lord: “Let 

the wicked forsake his way, and the unrighteous man his 

thoughts.” He is not calling upon His people to become 

irrational when He tells them to “forsake their thoughts.” He 

is commanding them to cease from pursuing Him according 

to their perceptions of what is or is not pleasing in His sight. 

This is followed by a contrast between the thoughts of 

God and the thoughts of man, in which it is declared that the 

Lord’s thoughts are infinitely higher than man’s. The plain 

fact of the matter is that man is incapable of conceiving 

through his own understanding what is pleasing to the Lord. 

The basis of all false worship is the prideful presumption that 
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man is able to contrive means of approaching God with 

which He will be pleased.  

Man finds great satisfaction in the inventions that he 

brings to the Lord’s house: “They have chosen their own 

ways, and their soul delights in their abominations” (66:3). 

Yet God proclaims His verdict: “They did evil before My 

eyes, and chose that in which I do not delight” (66:4). All of 

this is predicated upon God’s transcendence: “Heaven is My 

throne, and earth is My footstool. Where is the house that 

you will build for Me?” (66:1). Therefore Calvin says, “if 

men diligently considered what is the nature of God, they 

would not contrive foreign and new modes of worship for 

him, or measure him by themselves.”  

God finds delight, not in our proud creativity, but in our 

humble obedience before Him.  
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Chapter 24 
Worship in Jeremiah 

 

The message of “the weeping prophet” calls attention to 

the sins for which God justly sold His wayward people into 

captivity, which began with their pursuit of worship which 

“never entered into His mind,” yet also anticipates the mercy 

of God in the New Covenant, in which His law will be 

written in the hearts of His people.    

 

False worship is a forsaking of God’s grace. 
(Jeremiah 2:1-37) 

 

Jeremiah was sent to the house of Judah as the last of the 

prophets to prosecute God’s case against them and deliver 

His sentence of judgment. The great crime for which they 

were judged is stated plainly by the Lord: “For My people 

have committed two evils: They have forsaken Me, the 

fountain of living waters, And hewn themselves cisterns -- 

broken cisterns that can hold no water.” The “fountain of 

living waters” refers to the rock from which God provided 

water in the wilderness for His people. 

Paul applies this to Jesus in 1 Corinthians 10:4: “and all 

drank the same spiritual drink. For they drank of that 

spiritual Rock that followed them, and that Rock was Christ.” 

The comparison of this “fountain of living waters” to the 

“broken cisterns” the people had “hewn for themselves” also 

invokes the commandment of God with regard to the altar in 

Exodus 20:25 – “And if you make Me an altar of stone, you 

shall not build it of hewn stone; for if you use your tool on it, 

you have profaned it.”  

God had provided all that His people needed in His 

commands for worship, but the people of Judah were not 

content with His provision – instead, they made broken 

cisterns for themselves by corrupting God’s worship with the 

vain innovations they learned from the nations around them.  

In doing so, they evidenced their contempt for God’s perfect 

provision in Christ. Elsewhere He says that they “have 

changed their Glory for what does not profit.”  
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The great offense of Judah was their corruption of the 

true worship of God, by which they chose to follow after 

their vain inventions, which could profit them nothing, 

instead of walking in the prescribed ordinances of the Lord, 

and thus receiving “living waters.” Thus Calvin sums up the 

prophet’s meaning: “we cannot possibly be free from guilt 

when we leave the only true God, as in him is found for us a 

fullness of all blessings, and from him we may draw what 

may fully satisfy us. When therefore we despise the bounty 

of God, which is sufficient to make us in every way happy, 

how great must be our ingratitude and wickedness? Yet God 

remains ever like himself: as then he has called himself the 

fountain of living waters, we shall at this day find him to be 

so, except he is prevented by our wickedness and neglect. 

But the Prophet adds another crime; for when we fall away 

from God, our own conceits deceive us; and whatever may 

appear to us at the first view to be wells or fountains, yet 

when thirst shall come, we shall not find a drop of water in 

all our devices, they being nothing else but dry cavities.”  

Sinful men are intent upon hewing for themselves means 

by which they presume to draw near to God – which is 

nothing but an attempt to mend the breach between God and 

themselves by their own ingenuity – rather than depending 

upon His perfect provision in Christ, which is reflected in His 

perfect design of the worship of His people. 

There is an unbreakable connection between the Gospel 

of Jesus Christ and the worship of the Church. Worship is 

reflective of God’s provision of salvation so that to add to 

worship what God has not provided is a reflection of man’s 

desire to add means by which he may draw near to God. 

Yet the people were blind to their transgressions. They 

truly believed that they worshipped the true God through 

their inventions. Therefore God anticipates and answers their 

denials. “How can you say, ‘I am not polluted, I have not 

gone after the Baals’? Why will you plead with Me? You all 

have transgressed against Me,’ says the LORD…Yet you say, 

‘Because I am innocent, surely His anger shall turn from 

me.’… Behold, I will plead My case against you, because 
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you say, ‘I have not sinned.’ Why do you gad about so much 

to change your way?”  

Those who pursue man-made innovations in worship 

convince themselves that they are innocent of transgression – 

that they are merely “enhancing” the praise of the true God. 

But God makes it clear in these verses that He regards all of 

the inventions of men in worship as useless idols – broken 

cisterns which can provide no water. True blessing is found 

in the path of obedience to God’s commands. 

The next principle regarding worship is found in two 

related passages… 

 

The great contest: God’s prescribed 
worship vs. man’s inventions.  

(Jeremiah 7:21-31; 18:11-16) 
 

The indictment of Jeremiah against Judah makes it quite 

plain that God rejected Judah’s worship because the people 

followed the dictates of their own evil hearts instead of 

walking in the ways that He had commanded them.  

This is always the contest: God’s commanded worship or 

man’s inventions. John Owen summed up the matter well 

when he wrote: “Such is the corrupt nature of man, that there 

is scarce anything whereabout men have been more apt to 

contend with God from the foundation of the world. That 

their will and wisdom may have a share (some at least) in the 

ordering of His worship, is that which of all things they seem 

to desire.” 

They thought God was pleased by their embellishments 

of worship. Instead, God says that He does not even 

recognize their sacrifices as those that He instituted. Calvin 

drew a conclusion for his generation which rings no less true 

today in light of the countless inventions introduced into 

worship which have no warrant in God’s Word: “Now, this 

passage contains a very useful doctrine, which ought the 

more to be observed by us, as the neglect of it introduces 

dreadful darkness. They under the Papacy think that God is 

duly and in the best manner worshipped, when they 

accumulate many pompous exhibitions of ceremonies; nor 



Worship: From Genesis to Revelation 

 228

can they be persuaded that all this is altogether frivolous. 

How so? Because they think of God according to their own 

fancies and disposition. And yet all the Papal ceremonies are 

the inventions of men: for they derive no authority either 

from the Law or from the Gospel. And since God has so 

severely reprobated ceremonies, which yet he had appointed 

for a purpose which was overlooked, what can be thought at 

this day of the foolish inventions of men, when there is the 

same impiety in the people as was formerly in the Jews? For 

when the Papists perform their trumperies, when the monks 

and the sacrificing priests fill the churches with their noises, 

when they practice their childish mummeries, and when they 

delight themselves with music and incense, they think that 

God is satisfied, however full of obscenities and filthiness 

their whole life may be: they are hardened in that false 

confidence, by which the Jews were inebriated. We ought, 

therefore, with special care, to notice this doctrine, — that 

God so approves of spiritual worship, that he esteems all 

other things as nothing; that is, when unconnected with 

sincerity of heart.”  

As if to underline this important truth God condemns the 

child sacrifices of Tophet especially for this express reason: 

“I did not command [it], nor did it come into My heart.” 

Owen writes in this connection: “Moreover to testify what 

weight He laid on the observance of these general 

prohibitions, when men found out other ways of worship than 

what He had appointed, though the particulars were such as 

fell under other special interdictions, yet the Lord was 

pleased to place the great aggravation of their sin in the 

contempt of those general rules mentioned. This is that which 

He urges them with, that they did things by Him not 

appointed; of not observing anything in religion but what He 

requires, that He presses them with. The command is general. 

‘Ye shall add nothing to what I have instituted.’ And the 

aggravation of the sin pressed by Him relates not to the 

specific nature of it (child sacrifice), but to the general 

command or prohibition, ‘ye have done what I commanded 

you not.’ That the particular evil condemned was also against 

other commands of God, is merely accidental to the general 

nature of the crime they were urged withal. And whereas God 
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has given out these general rules and precepts, ‘you shall do 

whatever I command you, and according as I command you; 

you shall add nothing thereunto, nor take anything 

therefrom,’ can the transgression of this rule be any 

otherwise expressed but this, ‘They did the thing which He 

commanded them not, nor did it ever come into His heart?’” 

We are prone to regard the offering of child sacrifice as 

objectionable from a human-centered perspective. It is 

horrible because it needlessly deprives an innocent child of 

life. But God shows us here that He regarded this sin among 

His people from an entirely different, and infinitely higher 

perspective – one that was God-centered. The child sacrifices 

of Judah were abominable because they evidenced a disdain 

for the living God by offering to Him what He had never 

commanded! 

 

Those engaged in false worship are often 
not conscious of their offense.  

(Jeremiah 13:1-10; 16:10-13) 
 

It was the prophet Jeremiah who said, “The heart is 

deceitful above all things, And desperately wicked; Who can 

know it?” (17:9). Nowhere is this desperate deceitfulness so 

evident than in matters of worship.  

God is jealous for His glory, while man’s heart 

continually clamors for his own satisfaction. The deceitful 

heart of man therefore determines to gradually enhance 

God’s worship with elements that appeal to human emotion. 

In so doing, God’s glory is displaced by man’s and the pure 

worship of God is tainted and ruined.  

This is the point of Jeremiah’s linen belt, in Jeremiah 

13:10. Calvin writes, “The word to walk has a reference to a 

way. This metaphor has indeed a relation to something else; 

for men are not wont to take a course without going 

somewhere, we must therefore have some end in view when 

we walk along any way. Now, there is to be understood here 

a contrast, that the people despised the way pointed out to 

them by God, and that they had preferred to follow their own 

errors. God was ready to guide the Jews; by his own law; but 
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they chose rather, as I have said, to abandon themselves to 

their own errors, as it were designedly.”  

Yet the deceitfulness of man’s heart also blinds him to 

his own transgressions so that he does not see the offense that 

he gives to God by corrupting pure worship with his own 

inventions. He thinks that he does God honor with the work 

of his hands – that the cisterns he has hewn for himself are 

sound and hold much blessing – and he cannot understand 

why the Lord should be angry at his service.  

God forewarned Jeremiah that his rebukes of their 

corrupt worship would be met with strong denials: “when 

you show this people all these words, they will say to you, 

‘Why has the LORD pronounced all this great disaster 

against us? Or what is our iniquity? Or what is our sin that 

we have committed against the LORD our God?’” (16:10). 

The same inquiry arises today from those who are shown that 

God is displeased with man-made ceremonies, songs, rituals, 

performances. “What is our iniquity? What is the sin that we 

have committed against the Lord?” 

But God’s answer is the same: “Because your fathers 

have forsaken Me, says the LORD; they have walked after 

other gods and have served them and worshipped them, and 

have forsaken Me and not kept My law. And you have done 

worse than your fathers, for behold, each one follows the 

dictates of his own evil heart, so that no one listens to Me” 

(16:11-12). The result was that God gave them over to the 

desires of their hearts by sending them captive to a land 

where they would be made to worship false gods, not little-

by-little by blending false elements into the true worship 

prescribed by God, but by removing them entirely from His 

gracious presence.  

False worship ultimately leads to apostasy, as the 

testimony of the Church in the past 200 years has amply 

demonstrated. Once the pure worship of God is compromised 

in favor of man-made innovations, the floodgates are opened 

for every form of false ideology and philosophy to stream 

into the Church. The only remedy is to heed the voice of the 

Lord calling out to His wayward Church: “Return, 

backsliding Israel, I will not cause My anger to fall on you. 
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For I am merciful,’ says the LORD; ‘I will not remain angry 

forever. Only acknowledge your iniquity, that you have 

transgressed against the LORD your God, and have scattered 

your charms to alien deities under every green tree, and you 

have not obeyed My voice” (Jer. 3:12-13). 

 

When men add the work of their hands to 
worship, they obscure Christ.  

(Jeremiah 32:28-35) 

 

We have already touched on this briefly, but since the 

Holy Spirit saw fit to repeat Himself on this subject, we will 

not be out of line to speak of it again. Here again Jeremiah 

gives the reason that God is about to deliver the people of 

Judah into the hands of the king of Babylon. It is because 

they have provoked the Lord with the work of their hands.  

Calvin notes: “By the work of their hands the Prophet 

means the superstitions which all the people had invented for 

themselves. And we must ever bear in mind the contrast 

between God’s commands and the works of our hands, for 

whatever we obtrude on God besides his Law is the work of 

our hands; but obedience is better than sacrifice. Then God 

here expressly condemns all the inventions of men, as though 

he had said, that however men may delight in their own 

superstitions, they are yet impious and detestable, for it is not 

lawful to devise anything. For God having given us his Law, 

has left nothing for us to do, except to follow what he has 

commanded; and when we turn aside and add something of 

our own, we do nothing but what is sacrilegious.”  

Again the Lord mentions the child sacrifices in the valley 

of Hinnom, and again the main emphasis of the offense is 

stated in God-centered, rather than man-centered terms: 

“which I did not command them, nor did it come into My 

mind that they should do this abomination” (vs. 35). William 

Young observes: “How clearly does this passage show that 

God does not view sin as does man. Man would revolt at the 

unnatural and inhuman cruelty of the burning of the fruit of 

one’s own body before an idol. But in God’s mind this is but 
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secondary, the essential evil being that it is worship which 

He did not command, neither came it into His heart.”  

The chief offense of this practice was not its effect upon 

man, but its reflection upon God – as though His Word and 

His ordinances were insufficient! George Gillespie concurs: 

“howsoever manifold wickedness might have been challenged 

in that which they did, yet if any would dispute with God 

upon the matter, He stoppeth their mouths with this one 

answer: ‘I commanded it not, neither came it into my heart.”  

The fact that child sacrifice was involved in their corrupt 

worship only serves to emphasize the truth that man’s 

inventions in worship are ultimately an expression of his 

natural inclination to provide for his own atonement. There is 

a sense in which it might be said that the idea of child 

sacrifice did indeed enter into the mind of God.  Is not Jesus 

Christ – the only begotten Son of God – called “the Lamb 

slain before the foundation of the world?” But it never 

entered God’s mind, nor did He ever command, that men 

should provide redemption for themselves by the sacrifice of 

their own sons and daughters!  Once again, the central issue 

is the sufficiency of what God has provided – and the 

corruption of worship by the addition of that which God has 

not required obscures and profanes the glorious provision of 

God in Christ. The child sacrifices in the valley of Hinnom 

were merely the logical conclusion of man’s insatiable desire 

to provide for his own atonement and approach God on his 

own terms. 

 

Worship is the adoration of the Creator.  

(Jeremiah 51:17-19) 
 

Someone once said, “The trouble with most self-made 

men is that they worship their creator.” This points to an 

important issue in regard to worship.  

Worship is, in essence, the adoration of the Creator. 

Jeremiah contrasts the vain inventions of idol makers with 

the genuine work of the “Maker of all things” in order to 

show that the central offense of false worship is its deflection 

of honor from God to man. When men employ their creative 
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energies in crafting new elements of worship, the glory that is 

due to God alone is redirected to themselves.  

Jeremiah calls God “the Portion of Jacob” to remind 

them that everything necessary for their benefit in worship 

has already been provided by Him. They do not need to add 

their creative touch to His worship. When they do so, they 

only put themselves in the place of “creator” and deflect 

glory away from God. They become like Esau, who sold his 

birthright (his portion) for a mess of pottage.  

Those who seek to add their inventions to worship, says 

Jeremiah, “are brutish in their knowledge.” That is, they are 

like dull-hearted beasts who think they are wise, but what 

they create has no value, because it has no life in it. God 

alone gives life through the means of grace that He has 

designed. This is our Portion, and this is the essence of God-

centered worship.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Worship: From Genesis to Revelation 

 234



 

235 

Chapter 25 
Worship in Lamentations 

 

The chief sin for which the people of Judah were sent 

into captivity was their corruption of God’s worship. They 

added ordinances of their own invention, and profaned God’s 

appointed ordinances by their hypocrisy. Here we see the 

dreadful results of false worship when God gives His people 

over to utter corruption, but we are also pointed to the hope 

of restoration.    

The book of Lamentations is a series of mournful poems, 

arranged according to the letters of the Hebrew alphabet, in 

which the cry of distress raised by the captive remnant of 

Judah is given voice by the prophet Jeremiah. The setting for 

this book is the aftermath of judgment, and so it provides an 

inspired view of the cry of repentance raised by God’s people 

when finally they were made to taste the ultimate 

consequences of their rebellion against God. 

Because of its mournful themes, the book of 

Lamentations has not commonly been regarded as a popular 

subject for preaching and Bible study.  This is unfortunate, 

since the matters addressed in its five chapters are an 

essential part of the life of the church and speak poignantly to 

the lives of those who find themselves smarting under the 

chastisements of divine rebukes.   

The Scriptures assure us that “whom the LORD loves He 

chastens, and scourges every son whom He receives.” (Heb. 

12:6)  It is important, then, for the people of God to 

understand how to respond properly to the chastening of their 

heavenly Father, so that they may realize the benefits that 

divine chastening is designed to produce.  “Now no 

chastening seems to be joyful for the present, but painful; 

nevertheless, afterward it yields the peaceable fruit of 

righteousness to those who have been trained by it.” (Heb. 

12:11) 

This is the overarching theme of the book of 

Lamentations.  The prophet Jeremiah, who faithfully warned 

the inhabitants of Judah and Jerusalem of the consequences 

that would surely come upon them if they refused to humble 
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themselves and repent of their sins before God, here enters 

into another dimension of his prophetic ministry.  The people 

had ignored his exhortations and the judgments of God were 

poured out upon the land and its people.  They had accused 

Jeremiah of being a false prophet, and yet the Lord 

established his words and brought down upon His rebellious 

children the rod of His anger, just as Jeremiah had foretold.  

We might expect to find the prophet exalting in the fact that 

his words were upheld, and triumphing in his vindication 

with a loud cry of “I told you so!”  Yet there is no joy for 

Jeremiah in the fact that his warnings went unheeded, nor 

does he exalt in the fact that his warnings of judgment came 

to fruition.  As a true prophet of God, he enters fully into the 

suffering of the people, and seeks to lead them through their 

dark days of distress.    

His goal is to help them to understand what has happened 

to them in order that their present sufferings might produce in 

them the peaceable fruit of repentance leading to restoration.  

Jeremiah did not exalt himself over the people, but counted 

himself among them as one who suffered with them.  The one 

who had been the voice of admonition became the voice of 

weeping over the sufferings of the people, and sought to lead 

them in the cultivation of godly sorrow and the hope of 

restoration rooted in the covenant faithfulness of God.  In this 

way, Jeremiah imitates and points us to Christ, who sternly 

warns His people of the consequences of sin, and then takes 

their sufferings upon Himself that they might be directed to 

recognize God’s faithful covenant mercy and cry out for the 

hope of reconciliation and deliverance from their distress.  

Deliverance is accomplished through the work of Christ, who 

made Himself the Substitute for His people, and endured the 

chastisements of God’s wrath for them. 

 

False worship leaves the Church in ruins. 
(Lamentations 1:1-22) 

 

Jerusalem, once a glorious city in which God had chosen 

to exalt His name, was now a heap of rubble. The reason for 

this calamity was the “grave sin” of the people who “rebelled 
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against God’s commandment.” The rebellion of Judah, 

according to the testimony of God’s prophets, was rooted in 

her corruption of God’s worship.  

First, the people added many inventions to God’s 

worship “which He had never commanded, no did they come 

into His mind.” They did not worship Him in truth.  Second, 

even their conformity to His prescribed ordinances was an 

abomination to Him because of their wicked lives. They did 

not worship Him in spirit.  

Once they had forsaken the first table of the Law, they 

soon multiplied their transgressions against the second table, 

until finally the wrath of God could no longer be contained. 

Sadly, it was only after they had been reduced to ruin that 

they finally confessed, “The Lord is righteous.” This was an 

acknowledgment that they had received exactly what they 

deserved. They had forsaken the Lord and corrupted His 

sanctuary with their profane innovations, and He had 

therefore given His sanctuary over to the power of idolaters. 

Jerusalem had become vile.  

When the worship of God becomes a showroom for the 

latest inventions of men, God is effectively banished from 

His own house. To rebel against the commandment of God is 

to disregard His prescribed Word, whether by adding to it, or 

by taking from it. “Do not be deceived,” writes Paul, “God is 

not mocked. For whatever a man sows he will also reap.” 

Jerusalem sowed the seeds of her own destruction by 

dismissing God from her worship in favor of the inventions 

of the world. She reaped what she had sown when God gave 

her into the hands of the nations.  

Likewise, if the Church continues to corrupt His worship, 

and fails to heed the warnings of His faithful servants who 

call for her repentance and reformation, He will eventually 

turn her over to the power of her enemies. The world has 

already begun to invade the Church, just as Jeremiah 

lamented, “The adversary has spread his hand over all her 

pleasant things; for she has seen the nations enter her 

sanctuary; those whom You commanded not to enter your 

assembly.” If the trend toward trendiness continues, the once-

glorious Church will become desolate.  
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Jerusalem’s lament is designed for our warning: “Hear 

now, all peoples, and behold my sorrow.” May God grant us 

the grace to heed the warning. 

 

False worship leads our children into cruel 
captivity. (Lamentations 2:1-22) 

 

A most remarkable image is presented in the opening 

verse of this second lamentation. Three ideas converge to 

portray the sad state into which Jerusalem had fallen.  

First, the Church (the “daughter of Zion”) is seen to be 

covered with a cloud of divine anger, instead of the glory 

cloud which signaled His gracious presence among them. 

Something had happened which transformed God’s presence 

from a blessing to a curse.  

Second, the Church is said to have been “cast down from 

heaven to earth,” which is the language used in Scripture to 

describe the fall of Satan (Isaiah 14:12; Rev. 12). God’s 

people had once been raised up into the heavens, but now 

were cast out for seeking to usurp the authority and 

prerogatives of God.  

Third, we are told that God “did not remember His 

footstool.” This is a reference to the Temple, which is 

described in the Psalms as the footstool of the Lord (Psalm 

99:5; 132:7). This imagery was designed to remind God’s 

people of His transcendent glory. Not content to be the 

footstool of God, the Church had sought to make the Lord 

their footstool, trampling His courts with things that He never 

required from their hand.  

For this presumptuous sin, the Lord “trampled her 

courts” under His feet. The desolation of Judah described in 

Lamentations places special emphasis upon the Temple. It is 

the tabernacle, the altar, and the sanctuary which God is said 

to have spurned. God judged the land because His people had 

turned His worship on its head. They had sought to be like 

God, determining what was good and what was evil for 

themselves in His worship. The resulting judgment had 

devastating effects, not only upon those who multiplied 

transgression, but also upon their children. Our first parents 
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brought death into the world by placing their will above 

God’s, but it was their children who first knew death 

experientially.  

Jeremiah’s second lamentation mourns over the heart-

wrenching scene of children reaping the rewards of their 

parents’ rebellion. “Those whom I have borne and brought up 

my enemies have destroyed.” The corruption of worship is 

always pursued for the sake of immediate gratification, but 

its long-term effects upon future generations are usually 

realized only in the wake of judgment.  Make no mistake: 

when children grow up amid the corruption of God’s 

worship, they are led into captivity, whether to worldly 

philosophies, hypocrisy or deceptive experience. “Pour out 

your heart like water before the face of the Lord. Lift your 

hands toward Him for the life of your young children!” 

 

God’s judgments for false worship are to 
lead to repentance and hope. 
(Lamentations 3:1-66) 

 

The third lamentation of Jeremiah follows the same 

pattern as the first two, but its content is tripled. Each letter 

of the Hebrew alphabet begins a series of three verses, rather 

than one, as in the previous two chapters. An additional 

difference is the employment of the first person voice, which 

gives a more direct and personal effect to the sentiments 

expressed. Here Jeremiah speaks as the representative of the 

remnant, entering into their suffering, confession, and call for 

deliverance. This chapter points us to the hope of restoration 

when the glory of the Church has been cast down to the dust 

because of her rebellion against the Word of the Lord.  

The opening words are “I am the man.” This is a 

statement of one who owns his guilt before God. When 

Nathan confronted David for his sin with Bathsheba, he said, 

“You are the man.” Genuine reformation in the Church 

begins with individual repentance as each man owns his own 

guilt as a corrupter of God’s glory.  

Reflection upon the just judgments of God then leads to a 

renewal of hope: “This I recall to mind, therefore I have 
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hope.” The basis of this hope is the fact that the Lord has not 

utterly destroyed His people, but has preserved a remnant in 

His mercy. He has severely chastised them, but He has left 

them alive.  

Jeremiah calls attention to God’s faithfulness in afflicting 

His wayward people, that we may learn to seek Him as we 

bear reproach for our own foolishness: “Why should a living 

man complain, a man for the punishment of his sins?” He 

then offers this timeless counsel: “Let us search out and 

examine our ways, and turn back to the Lord.” The remnant 

of Judah must learn the hard lesson of their captivity. They 

must examine their ways, which have not been God’s ways. 

They must confess their transgression and rebellion and call 

out for His grace: “My eyes flow and do not cease, without 

interruption, till the Lord from heaven looks down and sees.” 

These ceaseless tears are mingled with fervent prayer for the 

Lord to remember His covenant people and deliver them 

from the power of their enemies.  

It is time for the Church to examine her ways and turn 

back to the Lord – to weep bitterly over the fact that her self-

seeking foolishness has reduced God’s glory to a heap of 

ruins – and to tirelessly intercede for the covenant mercies of 

God to be restored. 

 

False worship destroys the glory of men. 
(Lamentations 4:1-22) 

 

The theme of this fourth lamentation is summarized in 

the first verse: “How the gold has become dim!” The “gold” 

refers to the stones of the Temple, which had been cast down, 

but also to the “living stones” – the family, church, and civil 

leaders who had been judged for their failure to conform to 

God’s commandments. Thus, special notice is taken of the 

condition of mothers, Nazirites, elders, prophets, priests, and 

kings whose glory had been taken away.  

Here we see the effect that false worship had on those 

specially appointed to reflect God’s glory. Mothers, who 

ought to have fed their children the pure milk of the Word, 

now cruelly refuse to suckle their children. Nazirites, who 
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particularly consecrated themselves to God, were now 

indistinguishable from the wretched survivors in the street. 

Prophets, who ought to have taught the people to see God’s 

truth, now wander blind in the alleys. Priests and elders, who 

were to be honored and respected as God’s representatives, 

have lost that honor by their own corruption. Even the king, 

who was to protect the land from invasion, was carried away 

captive by the nations whose worship he coveted.  

Particular notice is paid to the offices of prophet, priest 

and king – for these most directly reflect the offices of Christ, 

which are profaned when His word and worship are cast 

aside. Yet even here there is hope held forth: “Rejoice and be 

glad… The punishment of your iniquity is accomplished, O 

daughter of Zion; He will no longer send you into captivity.” 

God had judged the appointed leaders of His people and 

brought their glory down to the dust, but now He would 

restore Jerusalem, and punish her enemies, for the sake of 

His Anointed. 

 

Though man’s glory is destroyed, God’s 
glory remains forever.  

(Lamentations 5:1-22) 

 

The fifth chapter of Lamentations is not arranged 

alphabetically, like the previous four. It is a prayer, offered 

from the heart of the remnant. At first glance, it seems to be 

no more than a complaint of their degraded condition, but the 

heart of their supplication is for the Lord to lift their reproach 

– not for their own sake – but for the sake of His glory which 

has been obscured by their rebellion. To this end, they 

rehearse before the Lord the sad state to which their 

corruptions have reduced them in order to move Him to 

manifest His former glory in the midst of His people by 

taking away their reproach.  

They have already confessed that their misery was justly 

deserved. Now they plead with God from a position of abject 

humility: “The crown has fallen from our head. Woe to us, 

for we have sinned!” They should not have crowned 

themselves in the first place, and now God has knocked the 
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crown from their heads and caused them to see their arrogant 

presumption before Him. What most disturbs them is not 

their own suffering, but the fact that “Mount Zion is 

desolate.” The place of God’s dwelling among men lies in 

ruins. Yet they plead with God on the basis of His unfailing 

promises, and cry out: “Turn us back to You, O Lord, and we 

will be turned.”  This “turning” involves a renewal of the 

“days of old,” in which God’s glory was known among His 

people by their adherence to His commands (Deut. 4:5-14).  

By adding, “Unless You have utterly rejected us, and are 

very angry with us,” the prophet intends to reaffirm that God 

would be perfectly just to forsake them altogether, but still he 

pleads from the conviction that though man is unfaithful, 

God remains faithful to His covenant promises. Our prayer, 

then, should be a fervent plea for the restoration of God’s 

glory in the midst of His Church.  
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Chapter 26 
Worship in Ezekiel 

 

The prophecies of this book lay out in graphic detail both 

the corruptions of worship which led to the destruction of 

Jerusalem and the restoration of pure worship which would 

come under the reign of the Messiah.    

 

God will be glorified in the midst of the 
nations. (Ezekiel 5:1-6:14) 

 

Ezekiel was another prophet specially called by God to 

declare to the rebellious house of Israel their sins. Once more 

the theme of worship figures prominently among the 

transgressions of God’s people.  

We have already observed the fact that God is a jealous 

God who will not share His glory with another.  It is His 

purpose to manifest His glory in the midst of the nations. It 

was for this reason that Jerusalem was chosen and exalted -–

it was there that the Lord purposed to display His glory.  God 

“set her in the midst of the nations.” The way that His glory 

would be seen was through the excellency of His judgments 

and statutes.  “Surely I have taught you statutes and 

judgments, just as the LORD my God commanded me, that 

you should act according to them in the land which you go to 

possess. Therefore be careful to observe them; for this is your 

wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the peoples 

who will hear all these statutes, and say, “Surely this great 

nation is a wise and understanding people.” For what great 

nation is there that has God so near to it, as the LORD our 

God is to us, for whatever reason we may call upon Him? 

And what great nation is there that has such statutes and 

righteous judgments as are in all this law which I set before 

you this day?” (Deuteronomy 4:5-8) 

This is precisely why the numerous innovations which 

Israel introduced into the prescribed worship of God was so 

offensive and wicked. Man’s inventions in worship exalt the 

glory of man and diminish the glory of God. For this reason, 

God announced to Israel, “because you have defiled My 
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sanctuary with all your detestable things… I will also 

diminish you” (Ezek. 5:11).  Calvin astutely observes that the 

safety of the whole city depended solely upon the pure 

worship of God, and he adds, “because nothing is more 

precious to God than that worship which he has commanded: 

when his sanctuary is polluted, it is no wonder if he is thus 

angry.”  

Man-made worship diminishes the glory of God in the 

eyes of unbelievers by transferring the glory to another – 

namely, man – and thus reducing religion to a man-centered 

pursuit of personal fulfillment and gratification. This is 

precisely the reason offered today by more and more 

Christians who sense that something is amiss in the worship 

of their churches. They cannot articulate the Regulative 

Principle of Worship and have never been instructed in this 

truth, but they are conscious of the fact that much in 

contemporary worship is designed to appeal to the senses of 

men, and they recognize that the glory of God takes a back-

seat to entertainment and emotional fulfillment. 

The effect of the Regulative Principle of Worship is to 

diminish man and to exalt God, whose prerogative it is alone 

to prescribe the means by which He may be approached and 

through which He will bestow blessing upon His creatures. 

The grand theme of the prophets, Ezekiel included, is that 

Israel’s departure from the statutes of God – that is, from His 

commands for worship – diminished the glory of God, and 

there can be no greater transgression than this!  

It is disconcerting, to say the least, to hear Christians say 

that concern over the particulars of worship are relatively 

unimportant, compared with a host of other issues about 

which the Church should be concerned.  Such a view reveals 

a serious lack of understanding of God’s priorities! Nothing 

is more important to Him than that He be glorified in the 

worship of His creatures. 

In Ezekiel’s prophecy, we hear repeatedly of the “high 

places,” which were not only odious by virtue of the fact that 

God had never commanded them, but also because they were 

a transparent indication of the peoples’ resolve to lift 

themselves up. Ezekiel says that God’s judgment was coming 

“so that… your works may be abolished” (Ezek. 6:6). 
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Concerning the word “works” Calvin notes: “Here he uses a 

general name, and significantly points out the difference 

between the pure worship of God and all corruptions. There 

is no need of a long discussion if we desire to know how God 

is to be worshipped. For he rejects and excludes our works. 

If, therefore, we do not obtrude our works, but only follow 

what God demands, our worship will be pure, but if we add 

anything of our own, it is an abomination. We see, therefore, 

that useful instruction can be collected from one word, 

namely, that all worship is perverse and disapproved by God 

when men bring anything forward of themselves. For by 

works he does not here understand idols made of either 

wood, or stone, or brass, or gold, or silver, but it 

comprehends likewise whatever men have fashioned, and 

whatever can be ascribed to them, because they have not 

taken them from the mouth of God and the commands of his 

law.”  

Yet God would bring their glory down, and lay their 

arrogant pretenses in the dust. And to what end? “Then they 

shall know that I am the Lord.”  

 

False worship progressively displaces God 
from His Church. (Ezekiel 8:1-18) 

 

In the eighth chapter, Ezekiel is transported in a heavenly 

vision to the Temple in Jerusalem, where he is shown the 

great corruptions of worship that have taken hold there. The 

whole vision is symbolic in nature, and its images are 

designed to illustrate rather than to depict actual events. The 

figures are exaggerated in order to lay bare the true nature of 

the corruptions of worship which the people pursued. In these 

verses we find an outline of the steps toward apostasy: 

 

1. The enthronement of man’s glory in the place of 

God. The challenge of false worship is plainly depicted, for 

while “the glory of God was there,” Ezekiel beheld “the 

image of jealousy,” which refers to the enthronement of a 

false God in the central place of the Temple. The first step 

toward apostasy is the breaking of the first commandment 
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through the corruption of the principle of worship, which 

puts man’s glory in the place of God’s and thus provokes 

Him to jealousy. God says that this corruption of His worship 

makes Him go far from His sanctuary. Calvin remarks: “The 

meaning is, that God would depart from his temple, because 

the complete worship which he had commanded under the 

law did not flourish there.”  

 

2. The multiplication of the works of men’s hands. 

Ezekiel next observed a host of idols in the form of every 

kind of beast and creeping thing. The second step toward 

apostasy is the breaking of the second commandment by the 

multiplication of images – the works of the hands of men. 

Calvin writes: “We see that there was not only one idol, but a 

great number. And in truth as soon as the true worship of 

God is neglected, men place no bounds to themselves: they 

are not content with one or two errors, but they heap to 

themselves numberless delusions. So the children of Israel 

fell away from one idol to a great multitude.”  

 

3. The corruption of the church’s leaders. The false 

worship portrayed in Ezekiel’s vision was led by “seventy 

men of the elders of Israel” – the very men who should have 

been leading the people in repentance and reformation! These 

“elders” are said to have practiced their idolatry “in the 

dark,” from a secret conviction that God had left them to 

their own devices.  

 

4. The open practice of false worship on the basis of 

emotional appeal. The next scene was not in the dark 

recesses of the Temple, but in the door of the North gate, 

where Ezekiel beheld with great dismay the spectacle of 

“women weeping for Tammuz.” The identity of this 

particular false god is not known, but the point stressed here 

is the feminization of worship, which is the natural 

development of the forsaking of God’s order. The men hid in 

the dark, but the women wept openly in an emotional display.  

 

5. The utter forsaking of God’s glory. Ezekiel finally 

sees the men in the inner court – the priests – “with their 
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backs toward the Temple of the Lord and their faces toward 

the east.” The corruption was now complete. God’s religion 

was forsaken in favor of man’s.   

 

In Ezekiel 8:17 God inquires of the prophet, “Have you 

seen this, O son of man? Is it a trivial thing to the house of 

Judah to commit the abominations which they commit here?” 

To the people these were “trivial” matters – but not to the 

Lord, who had been systematically displaced from His house 

by the corruption innovations of the people. 

 

God will preserve a witness for Himself on 
the earth. (Ezekiel 9:1-11) 

 

The ninth chapter of Ezekiel reveals God’s decree of 

judgment against the city of Jerusalem. With a loud voice the 

Lord summons “those who have authority over the city,” and 

suddenly six men appear from the North with shattering 

weapons in their hands. Calvin believed that these six men 

symbolized the Babylonian army, which would be the 

instrument of God’s wrath upon the city, but it seems more 

likely that Ezekiel was witnessing the spiritual powers at 

work behind the scenes of human experience. These six men 

would then be angelic warriors called to execute God’s 

decree of vengeance upon His enemies.  

Among them was an angel clothed with linen who had a 

writer’s inkhorn at his side. Ezekiel reports that “they went in 

and stood beside the bronze altar.” Why is this detail 

mentioned? The centrality of the bronze altar signifies the 

importance of God’s appointed worship, which had been 

continually despised by Israel.  “Then King Ahaz 

commanded Urijah the priest, saying, ‘On the great new altar 

burn the morning burnt offering, the evening grain offering, 

the king's burnt sacrifice, and his grain offering, with the 

burnt offering of all the people of the land, their grain 

offering, and their drink offerings; and sprinkle on it all the 

blood of the burnt offering and all the blood of the sacrifice. 

And the bronze altar shall be for me to inquire by.’” (2 Kings 

16:15). 
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God was about to act in defense of His glory, His Name, 

and His worship. Before the destroyers were dispatched, 

however, the angel in the linen garment was instructed to go 

through the midst of the city and mark the foreheads of “the 

men who sigh and cry over all the abominations that are 

done within it.” These were not to be destroyed with the rest.  

Here we see the true character of the godly. The elect of 

God, who are marked with His seal, love the Lord’s glory 

more than anything and are genuinely grieved to see His pure 

worship defiled with the pollutions of man’s arrogant 

inventions. Not only do they groan within themselves, but 

they cry out to both God and men, pleading for the glory of 

God to be restored. A similar scene is found in the seventh 

chapter of the book of Revelation in which those who were 

sealed with the mark of God are assured His protection when 

Jesus returns in judgment upon the city in which He was 

slain.  

Note also the place where the destroyers were 

commanded to begin their gruesome work: “‘begin at My 

sanctuary.’ So they began with the elders who were before 

the Temple” (vs. 6). Peter echoed this verse when he wrote, 

“for the time has come for judgment to begin at the house of 

God” (1 Pet. 4:17). God is most jealous for the defense of His 

own glory, and most provoked to wrath by those who profane 

His holy ordinances and thus lead His people into every form 

of sin.  

Yet the prevailing theme of this chapter is God’s 

preservation of a remnant of those who prized His holy 

worship and grieved to see it defiled. The Lord will yet 

restore His glory, though all the world, and all the Church, 

seem to run after the imaginations of their own hearts.  

 

God’s statutes or man’s: a matter of life and 
death. (Ezekiel 20:1-32)  

 

In the twentieth chapter of Ezekiel the Lord lays before 

the elders of Israel an historical recounting of their constant 

backsliding into idolatry. Several themes figure prominently 

here. First, the Lord reminds them that they were His people 
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by His sovereign choice. Second, He recounts their constant 

failure to obey Him by forsaking all man-made worship. 

Third, He recalls the kindling of His wrath against them on 

several occasions as He determined to destroy them. Fourth, 

He declares that His wrath was withdrawn “for My own 

name’s sake, that it should not be profaned before the 

Gentiles among whom they were.” 

Another central theme found here is that of life and 

death. Twice the Lord speaks of His statutes and judgments 

“which, if a man does, he shall live by them.” This phrase is 

reminiscent of God’s words in Deuteronomy 30:15-20, in 

which life and death were laid before the people: “See, I have 

set before you today life and good, death and evil, in that I 

command you today to love the LORD your God, to walk in 

His ways, and to keep His commandments, His statutes, and 

His judgments, that you may live and multiply; and the 

LORD your God will bless you in the land which you go to 

possess. But if your heart turns away so that you do not hear, 

and are drawn away, and worship other gods and serve them, 

I announce to you today that you shall surely perish; you 

shall not prolong your days in the land which you cross over 

the Jordan to go in and possess. I call heaven and earth as 

witnesses today against you, that I have set before you life 

and death, blessing and cursing; therefore choose life, that 

both you and your descendants may live; that you may love 

the LORD your God, that you may obey His voice, and that 

you may cling to Him, for He is your life and the length of 

your days; and that you may dwell in the land which the 

LORD swore to your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 

to give them.” 

The contrast, then as now, was between loving the Lord 

and keeping His commandments and loving self and 

following man-made statutes. Because of the persistent 

rebellion of Israel, God says, “Therefore I gave them up to 

statutes that were not good, and judgments by which they 

could not live” (vs. 25). When the people of Israel chose the 

desires of their own wicked hearts over God’s good statutes, 

they chose the way of death.  
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Nothing less than this is at stake in the matter of worship. 

“There is a way that seems right to a man, but the end is the 

way of death” (Prov. 14:12).  

 

God will restore pure worship in the 
Kingdom of Christ.  
(Ezekiel 36:16-32; 37:15-28) 

 

We have in these two chapters a glorious promise of the 

restoration of God’s glory among the nations through the 

coming of the kingdom of Christ. Several important facts 

should be noted here.  

First, the backdrop of this promise of blessing is the 

defilement of God’s pure worship by the rebellious people of 

Israel. Thus, the restoration of God’s glory will be a 

restoration of pure worship according to His commands.  

Second, the cleansing spoken of is a cleansing “from the 

filthiness of idols” which results from an inward work of the 

Spirit of God which will “cause you to walk in My statutes, 

and keep My judgments and do them.” The New Covenant 

does not free God’s people from obedience to His statutes, 

but rather frees them to obey God from the heart.  

Third, this work of restoration includes a deep sense of 

self-loathing, in which the abominations (false worship) of 

God’s people are remembered and shunned.  

Fourth, all of this is done “Not for your sake,” but in 

order to sanctify the great name of the Lord.  

Fifth, the promised restoration results in the reuniting of 

the divided kingdom under One King. Just as the division of 

the kingdom had been the catalyst to false worship, so the 

restoration of the New Covenant Kingdom will result in unity 

in the purity of worship, for “They shall not defile themselves 

anymore with their idols, nor with their detestable things, nor 

with any of their transgressions.”  

Sixth, it is the Kingdom of “David My servant” which is 

here anticipated – which is the Kingdom of Christ in the New 

Covenant Church. It is that Kingdom, in which we dwell 

under One Shepherd, of which it is said, “they shall also walk 

in My judgments and observe My statutes, and do them.”  
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Thus we have here sufficient proof that God’s regulation 

of worship unto His own glory is intended to govern the New 

Covenant Church as well as the Old. The nations will know 

that the Lord sanctifies Israel when His sanctuary is in their 

midst forever.  
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Chapter 27 
Worship in Daniel 

 

The prevailing theme of the book of Daniel, in both its 

historical and prophetic sections, is the ultimate 

establishment of the authority of God in the Person of the 

Messiah. God’s authority over worship is not renounced in 

the New Covenant kingdom – only the typology of the 

ceremonial system is swept away.    

The book of Daniel describes events that transpired 

during the captivity of Israel, which is called the time of 

God’s indignation against them for their forsaking of His 

covenant and its ordinances. The first section (chapters 1-6) 

gives an historical account of events pertaining to four young 

Hebrew captives who were wondrously exalted and 

protected. The second section (chapters 7-12) contains a 

series of prophetic visions shown to Daniel which detail the 

events that would lead up to the establishment of the 

Messianic kingdom in Christ. Both sections emphasize the 

authority of God, whether over the individual conscience, 

public and private worship, the events of history, or the 

kingdoms of the world. 

The prophecy of Daniel is also striking on account of the 

overlapping imagery it shares with the book of Revelation. 

Daniel was blessed to see events hundreds of years in the 

future which John saw only years of months before their 

occurrence. 

 

God alone is Lord of the conscience.  
(Daniel 1:1-21) 

 

The first chapter introduces us to Daniel and his three 

friends and fellow exiles, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah 

(a.k.a., Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-Nego). The purpose of 

the king of Babylon was to train these promising young men 

for positions of leadership in his kingdom. In the account of 

their training regimen, special notice is taken of Daniel’s 

heart resolve not to partake of the royal delicacies, lest he be 

defiled. According to Keil, “The partaking of the food 
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brought to them from the king’s table was to them 

contaminating, because forbidden by law; not so much 

because the food was not prepared according to the Levitical 

ordinance… but [because] the heathen at their feasts offered 

up in sacrifice to their gods a part of the food and the drink, 

and thus consecrated their meals by a religious rite; whereby 

he who participated in such a meal participated in the 

worship of idols.”  

Thus, from the very outset, we are presented with a 

demonstration of the principle so excellently expressed by 

the Westminster Assembly, that “God alone is Lord of the 

conscience, and has left it free from the doctrines and 

commandments of men, which are, in anything, contrary to 

His Word, or beside it, in matters of faith or worship” (WCF 

20.2).  

For Daniel and his friends, this was not a matter of taste 

but a matter of worship. It was the design of King 

Nebuchadnezzar to separate these young lads from any 

remembrance of their religious heritage in Israel, and 

gradually to expose them to the supposed “benefits” of 

idolatry.  To obey the commandment of the king above the 

commandments of God would involve them in nothing less 

than a tacit approval of the gods to whom the king’s 

delicacies had been offered. They thus understood what Paul 

would affirm centuries later: “Observe Israel after the flesh: 

Are not those who eat of the sacrifices partakers of the altar? 

What am I saying then? That an idol is anything, or what is 

offered to idols is anything? Rather, that the things which the 

Gentiles sacrifice they sacrifice to demons and not to God, 

and I do not want you to have fellowship with demons. You 

cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons; you 

cannot partake of the Lord's table and of the table of demons. 

Or do we provoke the Lord to jealousy? Are we stronger than 

He?” (1 Corinthians 10:18-22). 

Daniel and his friends must not give even an appearance 

of countenance to the idols of Babylon. They must be free to 

obey God alone. The Lord blessed the faithfulness of these 

young men, granted them favor in the eyes of their overseer, 

and increased their strength and wisdom above their peers, 

though their diet was considered inferior.  
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The commandments of men which require anything that 

is contrary to, or beside, the Word of God, in matters of faith 

or worship cannot bind the conscience. Thus, when men 

presume upon their own authority, without express warrant 

from the Scriptures, to require participation in any activity 

that is considered to an expression of worship, the people of 

God must determine to obey God rather than men. 

It was on this very basis that the Reformers rejected such 

practices as wearing clerical robes, making the sign of the 

cross in baptism, the requirements of certain forms of prayer 

written by men, and the singing of hymns of mere  human 

composition. To require such things, which are not 

commanded in God’s Word, was seen as binding the 

consciences of God’s people to the ordinances of men rather 

than the commandments of God.  As the Confession adds: “to 

obey such commands out of conscience, is to betray true 

liberty of conscience: and the requiring of an implicit faith, 

and an absolute and blind obedience, is to destroy liberty of 

conscience, and reason also.”  

One of the great ironies of Daniel is that it was in the 

context of bondage and captivity that this great principle of 

liberty was so powerfully realized and set forth by God.  

 

God alone is Lord over public worship.  

(Daniel 2:1 – 3:30) 

 

The second and third chapters of Daniel demonstrate the 

authority of God alone over public worship in particular. 

Nebuchadnezzar had a troubling dream which none of the 

wise men of his kingdom could reveal or interpret. To 

Daniel, however, this dream and its meaning were revealed 

by God and he explained it to the king.  

The dream centered around a “great image,” which 

revealed a succession of kingdoms which would arise after 

Babylon, leading ultimately to the everlasting kingdom of 

God which would be established at the ascension of Christ. 

The fact of God’s sovereign authority over all is self-evident 

in the dream itself, but Nebuchadnezzar did not yet fully 

understand this. He only seems to have latched on to the idea 
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that the dream depicted him, for the time being, as the “head 

of gold.” Thus, immediately after the account of the dream 

and its interpretation, we read in chapter three that 

Nebuchadnezzar “made an image of gold” to represent the 

power of his kingdom and issued a decree that all must bow 

to the image when they heard the sound of “all kinds of 

music.” Daniel’s three friends refused to bow, were cast into 

a fiery furnace for their disobedience, and were miraculously 

delivered.  

Calvin’s comments on this passage, as they relate to our 

subject of worship, are interesting and instructive: “We 

should learn also from this passage, not to be induced, by the 

will of any man to embrace any kind of religion, but 

diligently to inquire what worship God approves, and so to. 

use our judgment as not rashly to involve ourselves in any 

superstitions. Respecting the use of musical instruments, I 

confess it to be customary in the Church even by God’s 

command; but the intention of the Jews and of the Chaldeans 

was different. For when the Jews used trumpets and harps 

and other instruments in celebrating God’s praises, they 

ought not to have obtruded this custom on God as if it was 

the proof of piety; but it ought to have another object, since 

God wished to use all means of stirring men up from their 

sluggishness, for we know how cold we grow in the pursuits 

of piety, unless we are aroused. God, therefore, used these 

stimulants to cause the Jews to worship him with greater 

fervor. But the Chaldeans thought to satisfy their god by 

heaping together many musical instruments. For, like other 

persons, they supposed God like themselves, for whatever 

delights us, we think must also please the Deity. Hence the 

immense heap of ceremonies in the Papacy, since our eyes 

delight in such splendors; hence we think this to be required 

of us by God, as if he delighted in what pleases us. This is, 

indeed, a gross error.”  

The main point of the steadfast refusal of these three 

young men to bow down before Nebuchadnezzar’s image of 

gold was their fervent determination to worship the true God 

only, and to do so only as He had commanded in His Word. It 

was the defection of Israel from these two great 

commandments which had led to their captivity.  Hence, the 
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children show themselves wiser and more faithful than their 

fathers, who did not hesitate to bow before the golden calves 

of Jeroboam and convince themselves that they were merely 

worshipping the true God in a different form. 

The appearance of Christ in the furnace with these 

faithful young men shows His approval of those who honor 

His exclusive authority in public worship, for they guard 

nothing less than His sacred honor, whom God designs to 

exalt above all human authority in the assembly of His saints. 

 

God alone is Lord over private worship.  

(Daniel 6:1-28) 
 

The sixth chapter of Daniel moves us into the reign of 

Darius the Mede, who also honored Daniel for his integrity 

and wisdom. This provoked the governors who were under 

him to envy, and they sought a way to destroy him. Unable to 

find any fault or lawlessness in him, the governors 

concluded, “We shall not find any charge against this Daniel 

unless we find it against him concerning the law of his God” 

(verse 5).  

They understood by now that Daniel’s loyalty to his God 

superseded his loyalty to any man. If they would bring him 

down, they must find a way to pit obedience to God against 

obedience to Darius. This they determined to do by 

convincing the king to issue a statute that for thirty days 

prayer was to be offered to no one but him. Darius consented, 

and the decree was sealed “according to the law of the Medes 

and Persians, which does not alter” (verse 8).  

Two laws were thus set in opposition to one another – the 

law of God vs. the law of the Medes and Persians. It did not 

take Daniel long to determine which law he would obey: 

“Now when Daniel knew that the writing was signed, he went 

home. And in his upper room, with his windows open toward 

Jerusalem, he knelt down on his knees three times that day, 

and prayed and gave thanks before his God” (verse 10).  

But, it might be asked, why did Daniel not simply pray to 

God during those thirty days in secret, since God hears His 

people when they pray in their hearts? Why did he pray aloud 
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with his windows open toward Jerusalem, and thus give his 

enemies an opportunity against him? The answer is that this 

practice of prayer in his chambers “was his custom since 

early days” (verse 10). Had he changed it now, he would 

have given the impression to all that he was putting the 

king’s unrighteous decree, which forbade all men to pray to 

the true God, above the Lord’s command that His people call 

upon His name. This, Daniel could not do, whatever might be 

the consequences.  

Even in their private worship, the actions of believers are 

watched, and they must take care that they give no pretext by 

which the commandments of men may be exalted over the 

ordinances of God. In the end, it was God’s law that 

prevailed. Emerging intact from the lion’s den, Daniel 

reported that God delivered him, “because I was found 

innocent before Him: and also, O king, I have done no wrong 

before you” (verse 22).  

 

God’s authority is established in Christ.  

(Daniel 7:1-28) 

 

A glorious anticipation of the inauguration of the 

Kingdom of Christ is set before us in the seventh chapter of 

Daniel. It begins with a strange vision of four great beasts 

rising up from the sea. There are many similarities here to the 

vision of John recorded in Revelation 13, and much of the 

imagery overlaps.  

From Daniel’s historical perspective, there were four 

pagan kingdoms yet to rise before the establishment of the 

Kingdom of Christ. John lived during the time of the fourth 

kingdom (or beast), which was the Roman Empire, thus he 

sees only one beast rising up out of the sea. Daniel’s vision 

also includes a glorious preview of the enthronement of 

Christ at the right hand of the Ancient of Days at His 

ascension, when  He is given “dominion and glory and a 

kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and languages should 

serve Him” (verse 14).  

Significantly, the word “serve” that is used here means 

“worship.” The main feature of the Messianic Kingdom will 
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be the submission of all peoples to the worship of Christ. 

Jesus claimed the fulfillment of Daniel’s vision when He said 

to the Twelve, “All authority has been given to Me in heaven 

and on earth” (Matt. 28:18).  He had come into His 

Kingdom. Next, He instructed the Twelve to go and make 

disciples, to baptize them in the name of the Triune God, and 

to teach them to observe all things that He had commanded.  

We see then that the worship of Christ which 

characterizes His Kingdom involves instruction in and 

subjection to the commandments of the King, rather than a 

perversion of “liberty” in which all men do what seems right 

to them in their service (i.e., worship) of Jesus.  

 

Christ alone has the authority to change 
the form of worship. (Daniel 9:1-27) 

 

The first part of chapter nine records Daniel’s prayer of 

confession and intercession for the glory of the Lord to be 

reestablished among His people. A major theme is confession 

for departing from the precepts and judgments of God and 

failing to heed His commandments.  

The prayer is interrupted by an angelic messenger, who is 

sent to reveal to Daniel the Lord’s decree concerning 

Jerusalem. The framework of the prophecy is laid out in 

“seventy weeks” which include sixty-nine weeks between the 

command of Cyrus to rebuild the Temple and the appearance 

of “Messiah the Prince.” This sixty-nine weeks therefore 

encompasses the history of Israel from Cyrus’ command to 

the first advent of Christ. The seventieth week includes the 

“cutting off” of Messiah, and “the end of sacrifice and 

offering.” Thus, it encompasses the actual historical ministry 

of Jesus and His fulfillment of all things through His life, 

death, and resurrection. The prophecy extends to the 

destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple, which would mark 

the transition from the Old Covenant to the New. This is 

further confirmed by the summary of events that must take 

place before the end of the “seventy weeks,” which is found 

in verse 24.  
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a. The Jews will “finish the transgression” 

b. Reconciliation will be made for iniquity and 

everlasting righteousness will be established 

c. Vision and prophecy will be “sealed up”  

d. “The Most Holy Place” will be anointed 

 

This anointing of the Most Holy Place was fulfilled when 

“with His own blood He entered the Most Holy Place once 

for all, having obtained eternal redemption” (Heb. 9:12). The 

coming of the kingdom of Messiah brings radical changes in 

the outward forms of worship for God’s people as the types 

and shadows of the ceremonial system are destroyed and 

swept away. Yet Jesus remains forever “Messiah the Prince” 

who “confirms a covenant with many.”  

The nature of that covenant is the inscribing of the law of 

God upon the hearts of His people. Only Messiah the Prince 

has the authority to alter the forms of worship which God has 

commanded. This He does as the types and shadows of the 

ceremonial law give way to the obedient spiritual worship of 

the New Covenant by those who have the laws of God 

written on their hearts. Thus, His authority remains the basis 

for the life and worship of the Church, as His disciples are 

commissioned to “teach them to observe all things that I have 

commanded.” 

There is no indication in the Scripture that Jesus has 

transferred His authority to the Church, giving her the 

prerogative of establishing worship according to what seems 

best in her own eyes. What we see instead is the fulfillment 

of the ceremonial elements of Old Testament worship in 

Christ – and thus, “an end of sacrifice and offering,” giving 

way to the “anointing of the Most Holy Place” in heaven – 

the spiritual Temple into which Christ entered by His own 

blood, and from which He continues to minister as “a Priest 

forever, after the order of Melchizedek.”  
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Chapter 28 
Worship in Hosea 

 

The life and ministry of Hosea, the first of the minor 

prophets, exposes the spiritual harlotry of the northern 

kingdom of Israel, announces their judgment, and anticipates 

the lasting reforms of worship that will mark the kingdom of 

Christ.     

 

Departing from God’s pure worship is 
spiritual prostitution. (Hosea 1-3) 

 

The prophecy of Hosea is vivid in its description of the 

wickedness of Israel, which followed the inventions of 

Jeroboam and corrupted the pure worship of God with 

countless superstitions. Even after many chastisements from 

the Lord, they had persisted in their false worship.  

At the time of Hosea’s ministry, their king was Jeroboam 

II, a name which should have been abhorred by every true 

Israelite. Referring to their history, Calvin notes: “When God 

punished so great sins by Jehu, the people ought then to have 

returned to the pure worship of God, and there was some 

reformation in the land; but they ever reverted to their own 

nature, yea, the event proved that they only dissembled for a 

short time; so blinded they were by a diabolical 

perverseness, that they ever continued in their superstitions.”   

Even Jehu, who began with great zeal to purge the land 

of idolatry, eventually fell into false worship himself. God 

therefore raised up the prophet Hosea to declare the sins of 

the people. This was done in a remarkable way, for we read 

in the opening verses that God commanded the prophet to 

marry a harlot, or prostitute, and bear children by her. 

Hosea’s marriage was to be a mirror before the people to 

illustrate their spiritual harlotry against God, who had made 

Himself a Husband to them.   

The names of Hosea’s wife and children were also 

testimonies against Israel, announcing God’s coming 

judgment, the removal of His covenant mercy, and the 

casting off of those who were no longer His people. Gomer 
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signifies “corruption.” Diblaim, the father of Gomer, 

signifies “two cakes,” or lumps of figs which were symbolic 

of satisfaction. 

Thus the whoredom of Israel, her corruption in 

“departing from the Lord” to pursue the false worship of her 

own fancy. Matthew Henry says, “It indicates sin to be the 

daughter of plenty.” False confidence in the blessings she had 

received led her to forsake the path of obedience and corrupt 

the worship of God as though she could do whatever she 

pleased. 

The names of Hosea’s children demonstrate that the ruin 

of Israel was the natural product of the sin of Israel. Jezreel 

signifies “the seed of God;” but it also signifies “the scattered 

of God.” So Matthew Henry: “they shall be as sheep on the 

mountains that have no shepherds. Call them not Israel, 

which signifies dominion, they have lost all the honor of that 

name; but call them Jezreel, which signifies dispersion, for 

those that have departed from the Lord will wander 

endlessly.” God intended His people to be sown as seed in 

the land, and thus to bear fruit through obedience to His 

Word which would be a blessing to the nations. Instead, the 

seed was polluted by the people’s imitation of the nations 

around them, and so they would be plucked up and scattered 

to the wind. The aimless wandering of the Church today is 

due in large part to her corruption of the pure worship of 

God. No longer does the Church exercise dominion in the 

name of Christ, but instead is preoccupied with the pursuit of 

new and better forms of emotional experience. She has 

therefore become as useless as chaff blown by the wind. 

Lo-Ruhammah was the God-given name of Hosea’s 

second child of harlotry. “This was a daughter,” writes 

Matthew Henry, “as the former had been a son, to intimate 

that both sons and daughters had corrupted their way. Some 

make it to signify that Israel grew effeminate, and was 

thereby enfeebled and made weak. The name “Lo-

Ruhammah” is translated in Romans 9:25 as “not beloved” 

and in 1 Peter 2:10 as “not having obtained mercy.” Those 

that forsake their own mercies for lying vanities have reason 

to expect that their own mercies will forsake them. Israel 
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owed her security, her blessedness, and her very life to the 

free mercy of God, who had chosen her for Himself and 

given her righteous precepts to guide her way. He rejection of 

God – evidenced in her corrupt and man-centered worship – 

was an affront to God’s mercy and an insult to His redeeming 

love.  

Lo-Ammi was the name of Hosea’s third child, also a 

son. The name means “not my people.” It intimates not only 

the fact that God was disowning Israel for her corruptions, 

but also that the fruit of the spiritual whoredom of the people 

was the forfeiture of their own claim to be the people of God. 

Israel, even in the midst of her false worship, boldly claimed 

to be the “people of the Lord,” and therefore vainly imagined 

that He would be pleased to own them for Himself regardless 

of whether they followed His commands or not. Lo-Ammi 

signifies that Israel had no right to call themselves “God’s 

people” when they did not act as the people of God. They 

were like the disciples who called Jesus “Lord, lord” but did 

not do what He said. Their claim was empty. Even so, many 

will present themselves to Jesus on the day of judgment as 

His people, only to hear the dreadful words, “Depart from 

Me. I never knew you; you who practice lawlessness.” All of 

this was the result of the departure of Israel from the true 

worship of God to follow after the inventions of Jeroboam 

and the wicked kings who succeeded him.  

In the second chapter, the prophet specifically applies the 

illustration of his family to the sins of Israel. He pictures 

them as a wayward woman who seeks to enrich herself 

through the payments of her “lovers” (vss. 5, 12). Her 

motivation in worship had not been faithfulness and the 

honor of her Husband, but self-seeking and gaining the 

benefits of the world. Yet all the while she presumed that she 

could always fall back on the provisions of her husband.  

Israel was just like Hosea’s wife Gomer – she sought 

fulfillment in false worship, but presumed that God would 

not forsake her. Yet the Lord announces, “I will take away 

My grain and My new wine, My wool and My linen. I will 

expose her before the world and cause all of her mirth to 

cease!” God will not be mocked forever by those who 
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pretend to worship Him but who pursue strange worship 

which He has never commanded. The “grain” and “new 

wine” were symbols of God’s provision – and particularly 

His spiritual provision for His people. The “wool” and 

“linen” were symbols of God’s covering of the people with 

His holiness and protection. 

Yet after the judgment, God would once again become a 

Husband to Israel and purify her heart from all fictitious 

worship. There is a significant turn of phrase in Hosea 2:16, 

which says, “And it shall be, in that day, Says the Lord, That 

you will call Me ‘My Husband,’ and no longer call Me ‘My 

Master.’” The word “master” is the Hebrew word “baali,” 

which referred to the false gods of Israel in general. It is 

evident, then, that what constituted the spiritual prostitution 

of Israel was not their forsaking of the true God altogether 

for false gods, but rather their worshipping of the true God 

under in a false form – they called Him “baali.” God declares 

them to be spiritual prostitutes who profess to worship Him, 

but who do so in terms of their own inventions. By changing 

the form of worship that God has ordained, the people 

actually change the character and nature of God into 

something that He is not, and yet they justify themselves in 

this by ascribing the nature of the new god of their own 

creation to the true God of heaven.  

 

False worship is the willful removal of 
God’s boundaries. (Hosea 5:1-12) 

 

Here Hosea rebukes Israel, and particularly the priests 

and the kings, who were notorious for the toleration and 

encouragement of false worship. He says in verse 5 that their 

pride was written all over their faces. Matthew Henry says, 

“The spirit of whoredoms which was in the midst of them 

showed itself in the gaiety and gaudiness of their worship, as 

a harlot is known by her attire. The wantonness of her dress 

testifies to her face that she is not a modest woman.” 

Hosea adds: “They have dealt treacherously with the 

Lord, for they have begotten pagan children.” God intended 

the children of Israel to be brought up in His covenant and 
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trained in the obedience of His statutes and commandments. 

But the people had taught them instead to seek their own 

pleasure and fulfillment in worship. They thus turned not 

only themselves, but their covenant children which belonged 

to God, away from Him and made them like heathen children 

who live only to satisfy their insatiable craving for personal 

satisfaction.  

Children who are not trained up in the disciplines of self-

denial and obedience to the Lord in the very context of 

worship will adopt the mindset of the world. Others will 

rightly perceive the hypocrisy of their parents, who profess to 

serve the Lord but obviously pursue their own fulfillment, 

and they will depart from the Church and become “pagan 

children.”  

While the main thrust of Hosea’s prophecy is against the 

northern kingdom of Israel, he also speaks of the falling away 

of Judah.  An example of this is found in Hosea 5:1-12. First, 

the princes of Judah are compared to those who remove 

boundaries. Calvin notes: “the Prophet gives here 

metaphorically the name of boundaries to the lawful worship 

of God, and to whatever he had enjoined on the people, that 

they might be his certain possession, as fields among men are 

usually separated by bounds, that every one may keep his 

own.” God had set His boundaries around the worship of His 

people, by giving them clear commandments concerning how 

He was to be approached. By adding their own inventions, 

the people of Judah “moved the boundaries,” and thus sought 

to increase their blessings by trespassing. This is a vivid 

portrait of false worship, which seeks an increased sense of 

blessing and fulfillment by ignoring the boundaries that God 

has established in His Word.  

Of the northern kingdom of Israel God says, “he 

willingly walked by human precept.” Calvin writes: “the 

Prophet no doubt means here, that the Israelites had not 

been compelled by force and fear to go astray after 

superstitions; but that they were prompt and ready to obey, 

for there was in them no fear of God. If anyone should now 

ask, whether they are excusable, who are tyrannically drawn 

away into superstitions, as we see to be done under the 

Papacy, the answer is ready, that those are not here absolved 
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who regarded men more than God…Hence the impiety of 

Jeroboam discovered the common ungodliness and 

wickedness of the whole people; for as soon as he raised his 

finger and bid them to worship God corruptly, all joyfully 

followed the impious edict. There was an occasion offered to 

them; but the evil dwelt before in their hearts; for they were 

not so inclined and prompt to obey God.” Thus, when men 

follow the precepts of men rather than the commandments of 

God in their worship, they willingly subject themselves to a 

false rule because they delight in human inventions more 

than in God’s prescribed worship.  

In pronouncing judgment against them, God says that He 

will be “like a moth” unto Israel, and “like rottenness” to the 

house of Judah. These figures depict a judgment of gradual 

decay, which is often the Lord’s method in dealing with those 

who cast off His boundaries. By forsaking His protection 

against the creeping influence of pride and self-

righteousness, the people expose themselves to the subtle 

spreading of spiritual decay and doctrinal decline.  

This has surely been the legacy of the modern Church in 

its departure from the Regulative Principle of Worship.  

 

False worship is the misuse of God’s good 
gifts. (Hosea 8:1-6) 

 

It is common to hear Christians assert that God has given 

them particular gifts, and they are therefore expected to 

employ their gifts in some way in the worship of God. This 

pretense is used to justify all sorts of activities in worship 

which can find no warrant in the Word of God.  It is simply 

assumed that if an individual possesses a gift or talent, it 

would be wrong not to incorporate it into the public worship 

of God. But is this assumption sound?  

God rebuked Israel through Hosea for making idols for 

themselves from their silver and gold. Silver and gold were 

the gifts of God to His people. He intended them to be used 

in particular ways for His glory. But the people took God’s 

good gifts and incorporated them into His public worship in 

ways that He had never commanded.  
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This was their sin. Calvin states God’s message to Israel 

in these words: “I destined the gold and the silver, with 

which they have been enriched, for very different purposes. 

When, therefore, I was liberal to them, they abused my 

kindness, and from their gold and their silver they made to 

themselves idols or gods.” He continues: “Here, then, the 

Prophet, by implication, sharply reproves the blind madness 

of the people, that they made to themselves gods of 

corruptible things, which ought, in the meantime, to be 

serviceable to them; for to what purpose is money given us 

by the Lord, but for our daily use? Since, then, the Lord has 

destined gold and silver for our service, what frenzy is it 

when men work them into gods for themselves!”  Israel 

presumed that since God had given them silver and gold, they 

were justified in using these gifts as they saw fit in order to 

enhance His worship. This is the transgression for which the 

Lord here rebuked them through Hosea. 

God gives all sorts of gifts to His people which He 

intends them to use in various ways, but the incorporation of 

those gifts into God’s worship without His express warrant is 

no different from Israel’s presumption that their gold and 

silver – which were God’s gifts to them – should be used to 

enhance His worship according to their own ideas of what 

was acceptable. It is not the giftedness of men that 

determines the nature and content of the worship of God. It is 

the Lord’s prerogative, Who gives gifts to men, to determine 

the parameters in which these gifts are to be used in His 

service.   

 

Men will not readily admit that they are 
idolaters. (Hosea 8:11-14) 

 

Calvin’s comments on the eighth chapter of Hosea are 

difficult to improve upon. Concerning the blindness of men 

to their own idolatries he writes: “It was most difficult to 

persuade them, that their altars were for the purpose of 

sinning, and that the more attentive they were in worshipping 

God, the more grievously they sinned… Who at this day can 
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persuade the Papists, that as many chapels as they build, are 

so many sins by which they provoke the wrath of God?”  

Indeed, who today can persuade the majority of 

Christians, who add countless inventions to God’s worship, 

that they are multiplying altars for sin?  If their intentions are 

good, they think it is enough – and so did Israel.  

Concerning verse 12, Calvin writes: “The Prophet shows 

here briefly, how we ought to judge of divine worship, and 

thus intends to cut off the handle from all devices, by which 

men usually deceive themselves, and form disguises, when at 

any time they are reproved. For he sets the law of God, and 

the rule it prescribes, in opposition to all the inventions of 

men. Men think God unjust, except he receives as good and 

legitimate whatever they imagine to be so; but God, as it is 

said in another place, prefers obedience to all sacrifices. 

Hence the Prophet now declares, that all the superstitions, 

which then prevailed among the people of Israel, were 

condemned before God; for they obeyed not the law, but had 

spurious and perverted modes of worship, which they had 

invented for themselves. We then see the connection of what 

the Prophet says: he had said in the last verse, that they had 

multiplied altars for the purpose of sinning; but so great, as I 

have said, was the obstinacy of the people, that they would by 

no means bear this to be told to them; he then adds in the 

person of God, that his law had been given them, and that 

they had departed from it. We hence see, that there is no need 

of using many words in contending with the superstitious, 

who daringly devise various kinds of worship, and wholly 

different from what God commands; for they are to be 

distinctly pressed with this one thing, that obedience is of 

more account with God than sacrifices, and further, that 

there is a certain rule contained in the law, and that God not 

only bids us to worship him, but also teaches us the way, 

from which it is not lawful to depart. Since, then, the will of 

God is known and made plain, why should we now dispute 

with men, who close their eyes and willfully turn aside, and 

deign not to pay any regard to God?”  

In the final analysis, God calls the offerings of Israel 

“sacrifices of flesh” which they eat – indicating that their 

whole purpose in worship was only to fill  themselves up 
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through the works of the flesh, rather than pursuing the 

spiritual worship of God in simple obedience for His glory. 

 

God will humble His people and restore 
true worship. (Hosea 13-14) 

 

In referring to Israel as “Ephraim” the Prophet has in 

mind the sins of Jeroboam, for he came from that tribe. He 

says that when Ephraim spoke trembling he was exalted, for 

God raises up those who are humble before Him. Yet when 

Israel lost the fear of the Lord, and turned to false worship, 

he died.  

Ephraim is charged with framing worship according to 

their own skill, or understanding. Calvin writes: “Here he 

severely reproves the Israelites, because they had not 

subordinated all their thoughts to God, but, on the contrary, 

followed what pleased themselves… But what is treated of 

here is the worship of God, with respect to which all the 

prudence, all the reason, all the wisdom of men, and, in 

short, all their senses, ought to be suspended: for if, in this 

case, they of themselves adopt anything, be it ever so little, 

they inevitably vitiate the worship of God. How so? Because 

obedience, we know, is better than sacrifices. This then is the 

rule, as to the right worship of God, – that men must become 

foolish, that they must not allow themselves to be wise, but 

that they are only to give ear to God, and to follow what He 

commands. But when men’s presumption intrudes, so that 

they devise a new mode of worship, they then depart from the 

true God, and worship mere idols.”  

Yet God promises redemption to those He will humble in 

judgment, and when they are restored in Christ, they will 

know that “the ways of the Lord are right.”  
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Chapter 29 
Worship in Joel 

 

The prophecy of Joel is an announcement of judgment 

upon Judah which records the fulfillment of God’s warnings 

to His people if they should depart from the path of 

obedience and follow the corrupt worship practices of the 

nations. Judgment, however, is mingled with mercy as God 

calls for repentance and promises renewed blessing in the 

Kingdom of Christ.     

 

God’s warnings are not empty threats. 
(Joel 1:1-20) 

 

Joel’s prophecy begins as many others do, with a 

declaration of divine authority behind his message. Yet the 

importance of this declaration and its implications should not 

be missed. Calvin noted: “And since the Prophets claimed no 

authority for themselves, except as far as they faithfully 

executed the office divinely committed to them, and 

delivered, as it were from hand to hand, what the Lord 

commanded, we may hence feel assured that no human 

doctrines ought to be admitted into the Church. Why? 

Because as much as men trust in themselves, so much they 

take away from the authority of God.” 

This may be called the principle of displacement, which 

is little understood by most Christians today. God claims for 

Himself all authority in His Church. Therefore, whatever is 

admitted into the Church by the mere authority of men is an 

encroachment upon the Divine prerogative and robs God of 

the glory that He jealously reserves to Himself alone. Calvin 

concludes: “Whoever then demands to be heard in the 

Church, must of necessity prove that he is a preacher of 

God’s word; and he must not bring his own devices, nor 

blend with the word any thing that proceeds from the 

judgment of his own flesh.” 

The setting for the prophecy of Joel seems to have been 

the aftermath of a peculiarly devastating plague of locusts 

which had swept through Judah devouring every plant, crop 
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and tree. The scale of this locust plague was evidently 

unprecedented, for the prophet calls upon the elders of the 

people to recall whether “anything like this had happened in 

their days, or even in the days of their fathers” (verse 2). The 

task of Joel was to call the people to see that this was not 

merely a natural disaster, but a supernatural judgment of God 

upon them for their sin.  

In fact, the Lord had foretold this very event when He 

exhorted the people to obedience through Moses and warned 

them of the certain consequences of disobedience. The curses 

threatened in Deuteronomy 28 specifically mention a 

devouring plague of locusts as a sign of God’s displeasure 

with Israel for their departure from His commandments and 

their corruption of His worship through imitation of the 

practices of the nations. “You shall carry much seed out to 

the field but gather little in, for the locust shall consume it. 

You shall plant vineyards and tend them, but you shall 

neither drink of the wine nor gather the grapes; for the 

worms shall eat them. You shall have olive trees throughout 

all your territory, but you shall not anoint yourself with the 

oil; for your olives shall drop off. You shall beget sons and 

daughters, but they shall not be yours; for they shall go into 

captivity. Locusts shall consume all your trees and the 

produce of your land” (Deuteronomy 28:38-42). 

This is why Joel admonishes the people saying, “Tell 

your children about it, let your children tell their children, 

and their children another generation” (verse 3). We are 

very prone to forget the warnings of God’s Word against our 

sin, and thus each generation is instructed to teach the next 

concerning the dire consequences of departing from God’s 

laws.  

Particular note is taken of the devastating effect of the 

locusts upon “the grain, the new wine, and the oil” (verse 

10), not only because these were the natural products of 

vegetation, but because of what they symbolized among 

God’s people. Bread, wine and oil are the divinely ordained 

symbols of the blessed presence of God in the midst of His 

people. Thus Jesus consecrated bread and wine as the 

perpetual sacramental symbols of His incarnation – his flesh 

and blood. And in connection with His Messianic office it is 
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said: “God, has anointed You With the oil of gladness more 

than Your companions” (Hebrews 1:9). The absence of grain, 

wine, and oil in the land was therefore a sign of the 

withdrawal of God’s presence, and it is for this cause that 

Joel announced, “the land mourns.”  

The locusts themselves were a sign to the people of the 

devastating effects of their sin. When the first few locusts 

appeared, it was easy to ignore them. But as their numbers 

began to multiply they eventually darkened the very sky and 

sucked the life out of every green thing. The locusts were 

therefore an illustration of the apostasy into which Judah had 

fallen. It began with a few encroachments of human 

invention into God’s worship, and soon multiplied until the 

very essence of worship was eclipsed by the myriad of man-

made ceremonies. The simple, God-glorifying, atonement-

centered worship of the Temple was lost a cloud of self-

serving, man-centered innovations. 

Joel’s locusts are an apt illustration of the state of 

worship in the Church today as well. The simple, spiritual 

worship that God appointed is all but lost amidst the rush of 

man-made elements that crowd out the power of the pure 

Word of God. Further, locusts seem harmless in small 

numbers, but the combined force of a swarm is likened to a 

well-disciplined army which cannot be resisted. Israel had 

pursued the course of apostasy little-by-little – adding this 

ordinance and that to the worship of God and excusing 

themselves with the thought that their innovations were 

harmless and did not amount to idolatry – but soon the land 

was black through the multiplication of objects of false 

worship until “the grain offering and the drink offering had 

been cut off from the house of the Lord” (verse 8). Let us 

learn to beware the escalating peril of trifling with 

transgressions against the pure worship of God. 

Joel calls for the old to be gathered, along with all the 

inhabitants of the land. He begins with the old, says Calvin, 

by which he means “those to whom was intrusted the public 

government; and as through their slothfulness they had 

suffered the worship of God and all integrity to fall into 

decay, rightly does the Prophet wish them to be leaders and 

precursors to the people in their confession of repentance.” 
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Thus the departure of the people from the pure worship of 

God is traced back to its roots, and responsibility is laid at the 

door of those who should have known better than to follow 

every new invention of men. Had the elders of the people 

rightly catechized their children in the truth of God’s word, 

and instructed them in His commandments, the impending 

doom would not have hung thus over their heads. 

 

Strength comes through obedience to God’s 
Word. (Joel 2:1-11) 

 

In the second chapter of Joel, the prophet announces 

another judgment which is about to descend upon the people. 

The plague of locusts was intended to be a wake up call to 

Judah to shake them from their security and cause them to 

examine their practices in the light of God’s Word. Since 

they were not affected by any lesser judgments, God 

purposed to raise up an army against them to drive them from 

the land. Joel now announces the coming of “the day of the 

Lord” when He summons a fierce nation to ravage the land 

and subdue His rebellious people.  

The blowing of the trumpet with which this chapter 

begins is a call to alarm, that the whole people might 

acknowledge God’s anger and respond to His Word. Calvin 

observes: “…this passage shows that when any judgment of 

God is impending, and tokens of it appear, this remedy ought 

to be used, namely, that all must publicly assemble and 

confess themselves worthy of punishments and at the same 

time flee to the mercy of God. This, we know, was, as I have 

already said, formerly enjoined on the people; and this 

practice has not been abolished by the gospel. And it hence 

appears how much we have departed from the right and 

lawful order of things; for at this day it would be new and 

unusual to proclaim a fast. How so? Because the greater part 

are become hardened; and as they know not commonly what 

repentance is, so they understand not what the profession of 

repentance means; for they understand not what sin is, what 

the wrath of God is, what grace is. It is then no wonder that 

they are so secure, and that when praying for pardon is 
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mentioned, it is a thing wholly unknown at this day. But 

though people in general are thus stupid, it is yet our duty to 

learn from the Prophets what has always been the actual 

mode of proceeding among the people of God, and to labor 

as much as we can, that this may be known, so that when 

there shall come an occasion for a public repentance, even 

the most ignorant may understand that this practice has ever 

prevailed in the Church of God.”  

When was the last time that you heard of a call to public 

repentance? It is not uncommon to hear Christians bewailing 

the tokens of God’s displeasure or complaining that the 

strength of the enemies of God threatens to overwhelm the 

Church. And yet there is no expression of corporate 

repentance. The alarm is sounded, but no one responds to the 

call.  

After a fearful description of the invading army, Joel 

identifies the source of their strength, saying, “The Lord 

gives voice before His army, for His camp is very great; for 

strong is the one who executes His Word” (verse 11). Here 

the Assyrian army is depicted as obeying the voice of God, 

which is intended to shame the people of Judah, who 

constantly refused to conform their practices to God’s Word, 

and thus they forfeited their own source of strength. 

The strength of the Church is found to be in direct 

proportion to her obedience to the voice of God, speaking in 

the Scriptures. Today, the Church thinks herself strong if she 

has an abundance of numbers, programs, and activities, even 

if no warrant can be found for them in the word of God.  If 

she continues to seek to advance herself according to the 

voices of men, the Lord will cause her enemies to hear His 

voice, as He summons them to be His instruments of 

judgment against His own wayward people. 

 

God restores His people when they make 
priority of repentance. (Joel 2:12-27) 

 

The fearful description of the invading army quickly 

gives way to a plea for repentance from the Lord to His 

people. This was also anticipated by Solomon when he 
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dedicated the Temple in Jerusalem: “When there is famine in 

the land, pestilence or blight or mildew, locusts or 

grasshoppers; when their enemy besieges them in the land of 

their cities; whatever plague or whatever sickness there is; 

whatever prayer, whatever supplication is made by anyone, 

or by all Your people Israel, when each one knows the plague 

of his own heart, and spreads out his hands toward this 

temple: then hear in heaven Your dwelling place, and 

forgive, and act, and give to everyone according to all his 

ways, whose heart You know (for You alone know the hearts 

of all the sons of men), that they may fear You all the days 

that they live in the land which You gave to our fathers” (1 

Kings 8:37-40).  

The plagues of God’s judgment were intended to move 

His people that “each one may know the plague of his own 

heart, and spread out his hands toward the temple.” The call 

to repentance is a call to self examination in the light of 

God’s Word.  It is rooted in the nature of God Himself, who 

is “gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and of great 

kindness, and relents from doing harm.”  

Joel addresses all the people, from the elders to the 

nursing babes, that the scope of repentance might be 

understood, for all of the people were held accountable for 

their own participation in the sins of the corporate body. 

Next, he mentions newlywed couples and the priests who 

minister before the Lord., in order to show that the priority of 

repentance overrides even the most joyous activities of men. 

There is a time to mourn, and a time to dance. There is a time 

to pursue the blessings of life, and a time to put on sackcloth 

and weep for sin. 

When the glory of the Church has been soiled by the 

multiplication of corruptions, and her enemies threaten her 

round about, it is foolishness to persist as if nothing were 

amiss. Christ rebuked the Church at Laodicea, “Because you 

say, ‘I am rich, have become wealthy, and have need of 

nothing’ -- and do not know that you are wretched, miserable, 

poor, blind, and naked.” 

Joel’s call to repentance is followed by a wonderful 

promise of restoration, when the Lord will “send grain and 

new wine and oil, and you will be satisfied with them” (verse 
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19). When genuine repentance prevails in the hearts of the 

people of God, He restores the presence of Christ among 

them and causes them to be content with the simple worship 

He has prescribed in His Word. Repentance toward God 

leads to a true apprehension of His holiness, majesty and 

authority: “Then you shall know that I am in the midst of 

Israel: I am the LORD your God and there is no other” 

(verse 27).  

 

The pouring out of God’s Spirit restores 
true worship. (Joel 2:28-32) 

 

The prophecy recorded in these verses, we know from 

the testimony of Peter on the day of Pentecost, was fulfilled 

in the pouring out of God’s Spirit after the ascension of 

Christ. Thus Joel foresees the beginning of the New 

Covenant Church as the greater restoration of the scattered 

remnant of Judah and Jerusalem. He speaks of the outpouring 

of God’s Spirit upon “all flesh” and mentions as a specific 

evidence the promiscuous distribution of the gift of prophecy 

to “sons and daughters,” “old men,” and “young men.”  

But how are these things to be understood, and what do 

they teach us about worship? Much confusion has resulted 

from misinterpretation of this passage due to a failure to 

understand “prophecy” in Biblical terms.  Prophecy in 

Scripture is the God-given ability to know the Word of God 

and to declare it to others. Under the Old Covenant, God 

spoke to His prophets in dreams and visions, which Joel 

names here as emblems of prophecy in general. In the New 

Covenant, however, the nature of prophecy is changed: “God, 

who at various times and in various ways spoke in time past 

to the fathers by the prophets, has in these last days spoken 

to us by His Son” (Heb. 1:1-2).  The essence of prophecy, 

then, is God speaking directly to men – whether in dreams 

and visions, as formerly, or in His Son Jesus, as He now has. 

The role of the Holy Spirit in prophecy is to make known the 

Word of the Lord and apply it to the heart and life of the 

hearer.  
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Thus Joel speaks of a pervasive work of the Spirit, by 

which all classes of people would be enabled to understand 

the deep things of God revealed in Christ. This blessing 

would come, however, in the context of judgment, for Joel 

still speaks of “the great and awesome day of the Lord,” and 

describes it in the same terms that Jesus adopted to foretell 

the destruction of Jerusalem and His coming in judgment at 

the end of the Old Covenant age. 

What Joel saw in prophetic vision was the transition 

between the Old and New Covenants. The “great and 

awesome day of the Lord” was the final day of retribution of 

which Christ forewarned His disciples. “But when you see 

Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its 

desolation is near. Then let those who are in Judea flee to the 

mountains, let those who are in the midst of her depart, and 

let not those who are in the country enter her. For these are 

the days of vengeance, that all things which are written may 

be fulfilled” (Luke 21:20-22). 

Yet the old gives way to the new, so that he further says 

that “in Mount Zion and in Jerusalem shall be deliverance” 

(verse 32). The New Covenant Church is the new Jerusalem 

and the true Mount Zion, where righteousness dwells. When 

Christ anchored the going forth of the gospel in Jerusalem 

first, and then Judea and Samaria, etc., it was to teach us that 

the spiritual nature of New Covenant worship does not 

involve an absolute break from the Old Covenant, but is 

rather the transformation from a weak and sense-oriented 

form of worship to a simple, spiritually-empowered 

encounter with the Word. The principles of divine regulation 

and obedience remain the same, though the ordinances and 

efficacy change. 

 

The gospel includes the restoration of God’s 
pure worship. (Joel 3:1-21) 

 

The final chapter of Joel is continues to describe the 

blessings that flow to God’s people under the New Covenant. 

Calvin rightly notes: “I do not doubt, but that here he refers 

to a spiritual gathering: and it is certain that God, since the 
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appearance of Christ, has joined together his Church by the 

bond of faith… for Jerusalem has been built everywhere.”   

The preaching of the Gospel is described by Christ 

Himself as the sending forth of messengers to “gather the 

elect” from the ends of the earth. But for what purpose are 

they gathered? As the Jews were scattered abroad for their 

transgressions against God’s pure worship, so the gathering 

of the Church includes the restoration of true worship in the 

midst of Zion: “So you shall know that I am the Lord your 

God, dwelling in Zion My holy mountain. Then Jerusalem 

shall be holy, and no aliens shall ever pass through her 

again” (verse 17).  

The last verse speaks of cleansing, as Calvin renders the 

Hebrew: “For I will cleanse their blood that I have not 

cleansed.” This cleansing, under the gospel, involves not 

merely a general removal of guilt, but the cleansing of God’s 

pure worship from defilement. For how can it be said that 

“Jehovah will dwell in Zion” and at the same time permit His 

people to pursue the same course which led to the judgment 

of Judah – namely, the corruption of His pure worship with 

all manner of human inventions without any warrant from 

His word? 

If God scattered the remnant of His people for corrupting 

His pure worship with inventions of their own imaginations – 

and the establishment of the New Covenant Church is 

described as the gathering together of the scattered remnant – 

how can it be thought that they are gathered together only to 

continue the course for which they had been scattered? The 

Church of Christ is to be a holy Church, undefiled by the 

pollution of man-made precepts.  
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Chapter 30 
Worship in Amos 

 

This prophecy of a shepherd from the land of Judah is 

aimed at the northern kingdom of Israel. It exposes the nature 

of corrupt worship, true repentance toward God, and the 

promised restoration when the “tabernacle of David” is raised 

up in Christ. 

 

God equates the introduction of man-made 
innovations in worship with despising His 
word. (Amos 1:1 – 2:16) 

 

Amos was a humble shepherd from the land of Tekoa in 

Judah. He was called by God to prophesy to the northern 

kingdom of Israel, though some of his words relate to the 

southern kingdom as well. He was, from the very outset of 

his ministry, destined to be thought of as a meddler in the 

affairs of others, and yet his duty before the Lord was to call 

the northern kingdom to repentance and to announce God’s 

sentence of judgment upon them for their departure from His 

pure worship.  

His prophecy is said to have been first received “two 

years before the earthquake.” This earthquake, Josephus says, 

was when Uzziah seized on the priestly office, and was 

smitten with leprosy.  This sets the tone for Amos’ prophecy, 

which is an announcement of God’s thundering wrath against 

His people for their corruption of His pure worship.  

But before proceeding with the charges against Israel, 

Amos proclaims God’s sentence of judgment against the 

surrounding nations, including Judah.  This is a quite 

unexpected beginning for a prophecy against the northern 

kingdom of Israel. Yet this is done in order to show that God 

is the judge of all the earth and will call all men to account 

for their deeds.  

The prophecy against Judah centers chiefly around the 

corruption of worship, which is especially notable since the 

worship practices in Israel were far more perverse and the 

declension into idolatry was far more advanced than in the 
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southern kingdom. The contrast was no doubt intentional. If 

Judah is so sternly rebuked, how much more will Israel be 

condemned for following the lead of Jeroboam?  

The charge against Judah is that “they have despised the 

law of the Lord” and been led astray by their own lies, which 

their fathers also followed. Calvin writes: “in these words of 

the Prophet, not mere negligence is blamed in the Jews; but 

they are condemned for …knowingly and willfully departing 

from the commandments of God, and devising for themselves 

various modes of worship. It is not then to keep the precepts 

of God, when men continue not under his law, but 

audaciously contrive for themselves new forms of worship; 

they regard not what God commands, but lay hold on 

anything pleasing that comes to their minds. This crime the 

Prophet now condemns in the Jews: and hence it was that 

they had despised the law of God. For men should never 

assume so much as to change any thing in the worship of 

God; but due reverence for God ought to influence them: 

were they persuaded of this — that there is no wisdom but 

what comes from God — they would surely confine 

themselves within his commands. Whenever they invent new 

and fictitious forms of worship, they sufficiently show that 

they regard not what the Lord wills, what he enjoins, what he 

forbids. Thus, then, they despise his law, and even cast it 

away… Every one ought to dread this as the most monstrous 

thing; for we cannot despise the law of God without insulting 

his majesty. And yet the Holy Spirit declares here, that we 

repudiate and reject the law of God, except we wholly follow 

what it commands, and continue within the limits prescribed 

by it.”  

Amos says that “their lies led them astray,” and thus he 

contrasts their own inventions with God’s truth. “Hence the 

Prophet here declares,” adds Calvin, “that whatever is added 

to God’s word, and whatever men invent in their own brains, 

is a lie.” We tend to define a “lie” as that which is opposed to 

the truth. And here the Holy Scriptures identify the 

inventions of men introduced into God’s worship as being 

false – opposed to the truth – lies – because they have no 

basis in the Word of God. A lie is also called in Scripture a 

“false witness.” Since worship is intended by God to convey, 
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by His own design, His testimony concerning Himself – the 

addition of human inventions into worship is a form of false 

witness, testifying of something that God never intended.  

Nor would it help them to assert that they followed the 

traditions of their fathers, as many claim in every age, for 

their fathers were also deceived.  

One of the greatest forms of justification that men 

advance in defense of their worship practices is that they 

have the stamp of approval of previous generations. “Our 

fathers worshipped in the same way. How can you say that 

we are wrong?” Yet Amos pulls the rug out from under this 

false argument by saying, “you follow lies and deceive 

yourselves, and you have learned them from your fathers.” It 

is no good to defend “traditional” worship practices merely 

on the grounds that we are following in the footsteps of our 

fathers, for they may well have been wrong. What God 

requires is submission to His Word and obedience to His 

prescribed worship.  

 

Good intentions do not make man-made 
worship acceptable. (Amos 3:1 – 4:5) 

 

The prophet’s charges against the northern kingdom of 

Israel naturally center upon the altars which had been built by 

Jeroboam, who instituted many innovations in worship that 

God never commanded. Yet the people trusted in these 

innovations, because they professed to worship the true God 

through them. They presumed, like many today, that God was 

more concerned with their intentions than with strict 

conformity to His revealed law. By predicting God’s 

judgment, which would destroy the very horns of the altar at 

Bethel, Amos exposes their false trust.  

The horns at the corners of the altar were symbolic of 

strength and protection. When a man fled for his life, if he 

managed to make it to the altar and take hold of the horns of 

the altar, he gained sanctuary, at least until a fair trial could 

be held. The action of taking hold of the horns of the altar, 

then, was like making one’s appeal to the judgment of God. 

The horns offered protection in the meantime. Thus, Amos’ 
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prophecy that God would destroy the very horns of the false 

altars of Israel was a means of showing them that they trusted 

in vain in the “protection” of their corrupt worship. “Surely 

God will not judge us guilty. We will take hold of the horns 

of the altar at Bethel. God will own this as good enough, 

since our intention is to honor Him here, just as you do at the 

altar in Jerusalem.”  Yet God would destroy the horns of their 

false altars, and show them that there is no protection to be 

found in that which is illegitimate at its root, because it is not 

founded upon His commandments. 

When Amos announces, “The Lord has sworn by His 

holiness,” there is a reference to the Temple in Jerusalem 

which He had appointed for His worship. Thus Calvin 

observes that “God, by swearing by his sanctuary, repudiated 

all the fictitious forms of worship in which the Israelites 

gloried.”  

The people are then mockingly called to draw near to 

their inventions, but solemnly warned that they are only 

multiplying their transgressions against the Lord. “But how 

did they transgress at Bethel?” writes Calvin. “Even by 

worshipping God. We here see how little the pretense of good 

intention avails with God, which hypocrites ever bring 

forward. They imagine that, provided their purpose is to 

worship God, what they do cannot be disapproved: thus they 

wanton in their own inventions, and think that God obtains 

his due, so that he cannot complain. But the prophet declares 

all their worship to be nothing else than abomination and 

wickedness, though the Israelites, trusting in it, thought 

themselves safe.”  

This passage clearly exposes the folly so prominent today 

among those who maintain that God is not offended with 

human inventions as long as the intention of the worshipper 

is good. The man-made elements actually polluted even those 

elements that God had required in His word. When Amos 

adds, “For this you love,” he exposes the heart of the matter, 

for they ought to have concerned themselves with what God 

loves. So Calvin concludes: “By saying that the Israelites 

loved to do these things, he reprobates their presumption in 

devising at their own will new modes of worship… We indeed 

know how hypocrites ever make God a debtor to themselves; 
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when they undertake any labor in their frivolous ceremonies, 

they think that God is bound to them. But God denies that 

this work was done for him, for he had not enjoined it in his 

law… It is as if he had said, ‘Ye ought to have consulted me, 

and simply to have obeyed my word, to have regarded what 

pleased me, what I have commanded; but ye have despised 

my word, neglected my law, and followed what pleased 

yourselves, and proceeded from your own fancies… What I 

require is implicit submission, I look for nothing else but 

obedience to my law; as ye render not this but according to 

your own will, it is no worship of my name.”  

So much for good intentions.  

 

True repentance means forsaking all man-
made inventions. (Amos 4:6 – 5:15) 

 

As Amos continues his prophecy, the people are 

reminded of the many attempts that God had made to turn 

their hearts from their foolish and vain worship. But there is 

a constant refrain: “Yet you have not returned to me, says the 

Lord.”  

The heart of man is set upon the pursuit of his own 

inventions, and he is not easily convinced that God is 

displeased with his worship but looks for other explanations 

for God’s judgments. Even today, many note the obvious 

tokens of God’s displeasure that appear round about us, but 

how many even ask the question: “Could God be angry with 

His Church for cluttering His worship with man-made 

innovations which have no basis in His Word?” 

Amos defines the character of true repentance, which 

God sought to produce in the people by His judgments, as 

involving two fundamental things: a complete forsaking of all 

human inventions in worship, followed by a return to justice 

and righteousness. This supports what we have already 

observed in many other places – namely, the connection 

between the first and second tables of the law. The second 

table (which outlines our duties toward our fellow man) 

flows out of the first table (which outlines our duties toward 

God). When the first table is forsaken, the second table will 
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be abandoned as well. Corruptions in worship lead to the 

breakdown of justice and righteousness between man and 

man. The restoration of justice and righteousness is therefore 

rooted in the restoration of true worship, for man’s 

relationship to God sets the tone for his relationship with his 

neighbor.  

It was of no use for them to affect some outward reforms 

of justice, while continuing to corrupt the pure worship of 

God. Therefore He says, “Seek Me and live; But do not seek 

Bethel, nor enter Gilgal, nor pass over to Beersheba.” These 

were all man-made places of worship which must be utterly 

rejected. Thus Calvin paraphrased the Prophet: “If there is in 

you a purpose to return to God, cast away all your 

superstitions… As long as you remain fixed in that false 

worship to which you have accustomed yourselves, you 

continue alienated from God. Then reconciliation with him 

demands that you bid adieu to all your corrupt forms of 

worship.”  

Yet there is a deeper meaning in the Prophet’s citing of 

Gilgal and Beersheba, for these two places were famous in 

redemptive history. It was at Gilgal that the people passed 

over the Jordan, and it was there that the children of 

Abraham were circumcised. And Abraham dwelt a long time 

in Beersheba and offered many sacrifices there to God. No 

doubt the Israelites justified their inventions on the basis that 

they were properly commemorating God’s works, but they 

had no command from the Lord to do so.  

Calvin states: “Now, this evil affection ever prevails in 

the world; without reason of judgment it lays hold on 

something special, when it undertakes to set up the worship 

of God… But God has prescribed to us a certain rule 

according to which he is to be worshipped; it is not then his 

will that there should be a mixture of our inventions. When 

therefore the posterity of Abraham presumptuously availed 

themselves of his example, and extolled the memorable event 

of the circumcision, God repudiated all contrivances of this 

kind… It was the intention of Amos to show, that the 

conversion of the people would be fictitious, until they turned 

away from all the superstitious and vicious modes of 

worship, in which they had habituated themselves.”  
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God detests corrupt worship.  

(Amos 5:16 – 6:14) 

 

It is a common tendency in men, when they perceive that 

God is displeased with them, to seek to pacify Him not by 

repentance, but by multiplying their vain programs and 

ceremonies. The Israelites “at no time dared to deny God,… 

though they made for themselves many things condemned by 

the law.” They simply presumed that what they invented was 

pleasing to God, since they practiced their innovations in His 

name, just as many do today. When tokens of God’s 

judgment appeared, rather than reforming their worship 

according to God’s word, they simply multiplied their 

invented ceremonies because they had convinced themselves 

that God was pleased with their creativity. If He was angry 

with them, the solution (they thought) was to find ways to be 

even more creative and inventive and thus “improve” His 

worship so that He would find them acceptable. It was a 

vicious circle. 

This is why Amos is at great pains to convince them that 

their man-made services were at the very root of His anger 

toward Israel. He hated and detested them because they 

indicated a fundamental rejection of God’s holiness and 

authority over the most sacred acts of His creatures, their 

intimate fellowship with Himself. Thus God says to Israel, 

“Take away from Me the noise of your songs, for I will not 

hear the melody of your stringed instruments.”  

Calvin says, “By speaking of multitude, he aims at 

hypocrites, who toil much in their devices without measure 

or end,… for they accumulate endless forms of worship, and 

greatly weary themselves…; in short, they spend days and 

nights in performing their ceremonies, and every one devises 

some new thing, and all these they heap together… Hence 

God testifies here, that they spend their labor in vain, for he 

rejects what he does not command.”  

It is not more inventions that we need, or more creative 

enhancements to worship, or more programs in our Churches 

that God has never required. What is called for by God is 
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repentance – a change of mind with regard to worship – a 

return to the truth that He is God, and we are His creatures – 

and that we are to draw near to Him according to His will, 

and not according to our own. 

 

God calls the faithful to earnestly pray and 
labor for repentance. (Amos 7:1 – 9:15) 

 

In the closing chapters of Amos we find the prophet 

interceding before God on behalf of Israel. Though he had 

been stern in his rebukes, his heart yearned for their 

repentance. Here we see the proper character of a faithful 

witness, who exposes error not in arrogance but with a 

fervent desire to affect repentance unto salvation. Yet faithful 

witnesses may expect to be challenged, and so we next find 

Amaziah, the priest of Bethel, admonishing Amos to stop 

prophesying in Bethel and return to Judah.  

Those who call the people to forsake man-made 

innovations may be certain of the opposition of those who 

prosper by them. Amaziah’s words to Amos indicate that he 

had self-consciously rejected the authority of God over 

worship in favor of the authority of men. “Go, you seer! Flee 

to the land of Judah. There eat bread, And there prophesy. 

But never again prophesy at Bethel, For it is the king's 

sanctuary, And it is the royal residence” (Amos 7:12-13). 

Notice… 

 

a. He acknowledged that Amos was a true prophet – 

“Go, you seer!” 

b. He thanked him to stop meddling in other peoples’ 

affairs – “Go back to Judah and make your living 

there!” 

c. He proclaimed the authority of the king over the 

worship of Bethel, making a veiled threat of treason 

– “This is the king’s sanctuary, and it is the royal 

residence!” 

 

Yet Amos was not intimidated, but announced God’s 

word with renewed vigor. “Then Amos answered, and said to 
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Amaziah: ‘I was no prophet, Nor was I a son of a prophet, 

But I was a sheepbreeder And a tender of sycamore fruit.  

Then the LORD took me as I followed the flock, And the 

LORD said to me, “Go, prophesy to My people Israel.”  Now 

therefore, hear the word of the LORD: You say, “Do not 

prophesy against Israel, And do not spout against the house 

of Isaac.” Therefore thus says the LORD: “Your wife shall be 

a harlot in the city; Your sons and daughters shall fall by the 

sword; Your land shall be divided by survey line; You shall 

die in a defiled land; And Israel shall surely be led away 

captive From his own land” (Amos 7:14-17). 

We need more prophets like Amos! Yet sadly, for all his 

pleading with both God and Israel, the people continued in 

their devises until God at last pronounced their doom. The 

proclamation of judgment centered exclusively upon the 

corruption of worship: “The high places of Isaac shall be 

desolate, and the sanctuaries of Israel laid waste. I will rise 

with the sword against the house of Jeroboam.” And again, 

“I saw the Lord standing by the altar.”  

God’s judgment was, first and foremost, a vindication of 

His holy worship. Yet restoration would come. God would 

raise up the tabernacle of David in Christ and restore pure 

worship in the Church among Jew and Gentile alike. He did 

not send His Son to make us like apostate Israel, that each 

one might pursue his own concept of worship as long as his 

heart was sincere.  He sent His Son to restore holiness and 

reverent obedience to the Church. Let us therefore worship 

Him in spirit and in truth. 
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Chapter 31 
Worship in Obadiah 

 

This shortest of Old Testament books proclaims God’s 

impending judgment upon Edom for its pride and its gleeful 

participation in the destruction of Judah and Jerusalem. Here 

we are shown the outworking of the ancient enmity between 

Esau and Jacob – reprobate and elect – and the glorious 

triumph of the Church when “the kingdom shall be the 

Lord’s.” 

 

True worship is the inheritance of God’s 
people by election. (Obadiah 1:1) 

 

Obadiah is the shortest book of the Old Testament, 

comprised of a single chapter. The content of the prophecy is 

God’s coming judgment upon Edom and his subsequent 

establishment of Israel in the Kingdom of Christ. In order to 

rightly understand this book, and its implications concerning 

worship, we need to know the background of the relationship 

between Israel and Edom.  

This is the story of the “ancient enmity” between Jacob 

and Esau, for the Israelites are the descendants of the former, 

and the Edomites of the latter. Some trace the origins of this 

enmity, or conflict, back to the womb of Rebekah, where 

these twin brothers struggled together and she was told that 

“two nations” were within her (see Genesis 25:21-26).  

But Paul tells us in Romans 9:11-13 that the root cause of 

this enmity is to be found in the sovereign election of God, 

since before these brothers were born “neither having done 

any good or evil, that the purpose of God according to 

election might stand, not of works, but of him that calleth” 

the Lord declared “Jacob I have loved, but Esau I have 

hated.” The truly remarkable thing about this statement of the 

Lord is not, as many wrongly presume, the fact that God 

hated Esau, for God has every right to hate every rebellious 

son of Adam. The remarkable thing is that God loved Jacob. 

Permit me to quote an extended passage from Charles 

Haddon Spurgeon’s sermon on Jacob and Esau… 
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“There was nothing in Jacob that could make God 

love him; there was everything about him, that might 

have made God hate him, as much as he did Esau, and a 

great deal more. But it was because God was infinitely 

gracious, that he loved Jacob, and because he was 

sovereign in his dispensation of this grace, that he chose 

Jacob as the object of that love. Now, I am not going to 

deal with Esau, until I have answered the question on the 

side of Jacob. I want just to notice this, that Jacob was 

loved of God, simply on the footing of free grace. For, 

come now, let us look at Jacob’s character; I have already 

said in the exposition, what I think of him. I do think the 

very smallest things of Jacob’s character. As a natural 

man, he was always a bargain-maker. 

I was struck the other day with that vision that Jacob 

had at Bethel: it seemed to me a most extraordinary 

development of Jacob’s bargain-making spirit. You know 

he lay down, and God was pleased to open the doors of 

heaven to him, so that he saw God sitting at the top of the 

ladder, and the angels ascending and descending upon it. 

What do you suppose he said as soon as he awoke? Well, 

he said, “Surely the Lord is in this place; and I knew it 

not. And he was afraid, and said, How dreadful is this 

place! this is none other but the house of God, and this is 

the gate of heaven.” Why, if Jacob had had faith, he 

would not have been afraid of God: on the contrary, he 

would have rejoiced that God had thus permitted him to 

hold fellowship with him. Now, hear Jacob’s bargain. 

God had simply said to him, “I am the Lord God of 

Abraham thy father, and the God of Isaac: the land 

whereon thou liest, to thee will I give it, and to thy seed.” 

He did not say anything about what Jacob was to do: God 

only said, I will do it,—”Behold I am with thee, and will 

keep thee in all places whither thou goest, and will bring 

thee again into this land; for I will not leave thee, until I 

have done that which I have spoken to thee of.” Now, can 

you believe, that after God had spoken face to face with 

Jacob, that he would have had the impudence to try and 

make a bargain with God? But he did. He begins and 
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says, “If—” There now, the man has had a vision, and an 

absolute promise from God, and yet he begins with an 

“If.” That is bargain-making with a vengeance! “If God 

will be with me, and will keep me in the way that I go, 

and will give me bread to eat, and raiment to put on, so 

that I come again to my Father’s house in peace, then”—

not without—mark, he is going to hold God to his 

bargain—”then shall, the Lord be my God: and this stone 

which I have set up for a pillar, shall be God’s house: and 

of all that thou shalt give me I will surely give the tenth 

unto thee.” I marvel at this! If I did not know something 

about my own nature, I should be utterly unable to 

understand it. What! a man that has talked with God, then 

begin to make a bargain with him! that has seen the only 

way of access between heaven and earth, the ladder 

Christ Jesus, and has had a covenant made between 

himself and God, a covenant that is all on God’s part—all 

a promise—and yet wants after that to hold God to the 

bargain: as if he were afraid God would break his 

promise! Oh! this was vile indeed! 

Then notice his whole life. While he lived with 

Laban, what miserable work it was. He had got into the 

hands of a man of the world; and whenever a covetous 

Christian gets into such company, a terrible scene ensues! 

There are the two together, greedy and grasping. If an 

angel could look down upon them, how would he weep to 

see the man of God fallen from his high place, and 

become as bad as the other. Then, the device that Jacob 

used, when he endeavored to get his wages was most 

extraordinary. Why did he not leave it to God, instead of 

adopting such systems as that? The whole way through 

we are ashamed of Jacob; we cannot help it. And then, 

there is that grand period in his life, the turning point, 

when we are told, that “Jacob wrestled with God, and 

prevailed.” We will look at that—I have carefully studied 

the subject, and I do not think so much of him as I did. I 

thought Jacob wrestled with God, but I find it is the 

contrary; he did not wrestle with God; God wrestled with 

him. I had always set Jacob up, in my mind, as the very 

model of a man wrestling in prayer; I do not think so 
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now. He divided his family, and put a person in front to 

appease Esau. He did not go in front himself, with the 

holy trust that a patriarch should have felt; guarded with 

all the omnipotence of heaven, he might boldly have gone 

to meet his brother, but no! he did not feel certain that the 

latter would bow at his feet, although the promise said, 

“The elder shall serve the younger.” He did not rest on 

that promise; it was not big enough for him. Then he went 

at night to the brook Jabbok. I do not know what for, 

unless he went to pray; but I am afraid it was not so. The 

text says, “And Jacob was left alone: and there wrestled a 

man with him until the breaking of the day.” There is a 

great deal of difference between a man wrestling with me, 

and my wrestling with him. When I strive with anyone, I 

want to gain something from him, and when a man 

wrestles with me, he wants to get something out of me. 

Therefore, I take it, when the man wrestled with Jacob, he 

wanted to get his cunning and deceit out of him, and 

prove what a poor sinful creature he was, but he could not 

do it. Jacob’s craft was so strong, that he could not be 

overcome; at last, the angel touched his thigh, and 

showed him his own hollowness. And Jacob turned round 

and said, “Thou hast taken away my strength, now I will 

wrestle with thee;” and when his thigh was out of joint, 

when he fully felt his own weakness, then, and not till 

then, is he brought to say, “I will not let thee go, except 

thou bless me.” He had had fall confidence in his own 

strength, but God at last humbled him, and when all his 

boasted power was gone, then it was that Jacob became a 

prevailing prince. But, even after that, his life is not clear. 

Then you find him an unbelieving creature; and we have 

all been as bad. Though we are blaming Jacob, brethren, 

we blame ourselves. We are hard with him, but we shall 

be harder with ourselves. Do you not remember the 

memorable speech of the patriarch, when he said, “Joseph 

is not, and Simeon is not, and ye will take Benjamin 

away: all these things are against me?” Ah, Jacob, why 

cannot you believe the promise? All other promises have 

been fulfilled. But no! he could not think of the promise; 

he was always wanting to live by sight. 
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Now, I say if the character of Jacob, be as I have 

described it, and I am sure it is—we have got it in God’s 

word—there was, there could have been nothing in Jacob, 

that made God love him; and the only reason why God 

loved him, must have been because of his own grace, 

because “he will have mercy on whom he will have 

mercy.” And rest assured, the only reason why any of us 

can hope to be saved is this, the sovereign grace of God. 

There is no reason why I should be saved, or why you 

should be saved, but God’s own merciful heart, and 

God’s own omnipotent will. Now that is the doctrine; it is 

taught not only in this passage, but in multitudes of other 

passages of God’s Word. Dear friends, receive it, hold 

fast by it, and never let it go.” 

 

The descendants of Jacob would therefore inherit the 

covenant promises of God, not because of anything worthy 

within themselves, but because it was God’s good pleasure to 

bestow upon Israel His abundant blessings and make His 

name known in their midst. But Esau was jealous of the 

divine favor shown to his younger brother, and his 

descendants (the Edomites) kept up the grudge.  

Jacob and Esau, and the nations they sired, stand before 

us as the archetype of believers and unbelievers, the elect and 

the reprobate. The enmity between Edom and Israel is a 

window into the timeless conflict that rages between the 

world and the Church. The Church possesses a priceless 

inheritance, which is chiefly manifested in her worship, 

where the gracious provision of God in Christ shines forth 

through the means of grace that He has appointed. The world 

is profoundly jealous of God’s covenant grace toward His 

Church, and wants nothing more than to see her fail through 

her own corruption, thus bringing judgment upon herself.  

Obadiah shows us the outworking of this ancient conflict, 

but also brings assurance that despite the many failings of the 

Church, “the purpose of God according to election will 

stand” (Ezekiel 35:1-15; Romans 9:11). 
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The unbeliever despises God’s worship and 
seeks after worldly satisfaction. (Obadiah 
1:3-9) 

 

Esau, the father of the Edomites, demonstrated early that 

his heart was not set upon the blessings of God, but upon the 

satisfaction of his own immediate desires.  In a moment of 

hunger, he despised his birthright (the entitlement of the 

eldest son to the inheritance of his father’s blessing), and 

sold it to Jacob for a bowl of stew (Genesis 25:29-34). Thus 

he traded the covenant blessings of God for the immediate 

gratification of his flesh.  

The Edomites, his descendants, followed in their father’s 

footsteps.  As sons of Isaac, they knew that God’s blessing 

was to be found through obedience to His commands. Yet 

they despised God’s worship and set their hearts instead upon 

earthly rewards.  This is apparent in the beginning of 

Obadiah’s prophecy against Edom. 

 

a. They sought satisfaction in the approval of men, but 

God would soon destroy their reputation. “Behold, I will 

make you small among the nations; You shall be greatly 

despised” (v. 2).  

 

b. They trusted in their situation, and boasted that they 

were invincible, but God would bring down their pride. “The 

pride of your heart has deceived you, You who dwell in the 

clefts of the rock, Whose habitation is high; You who say in 

your heart, ‘Who will bring me down to the ground?’ Though 

you ascend as high as the eagle, And though you set your 

nest among the stars, From there I will bring you down, says 

the LORD” (v. 3-4).  

 

c. They trusted in their wealth, but God would take it 

all away. “If thieves had come to you, If robbers by night -- 

Oh, how you will be cut off! -- Would they not have stolen till 

they had enough? If grape-gatherers had come to you, Would 

they not have left some gleanings? Oh, how Esau shall be 
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searched out! How his hidden treasures shall be sought 

after!” (v. 5-6). 

 

d. They trusted in alliances with the ungodly, but God 

would turn their former friends against them. “All the men in 

your confederacy shall force you to the border; The men at 

peace with you Shall deceive you and prevail against you. 

Those who eat your bread shall lay a trap for you. No one is 

aware of it” (v. 7).  

 

e. They trusted in their own wisdom, but God would 

deprive them of understanding. “Will I not in that day,” says 

the LORD, “Even destroy the wise men from Edom, and 

understanding from the mountains of Esau?” (v. 8).  

 

f. They trusted in their own strength, but God would 

strip away the courage of their mighty men. “Then your 

mighty men, O Teman, shall be dismayed, To the end that 

everyone from the mountains of Esau May be cut off by 

slaughter” (v. 9). 

 

In all of these things the Prophet shows that the trust of 

the Edomites was misplaced. They should have sought out 

God’s approval through obedience to His commands. They 

should have built their house upon the rock, which Christ 

says is the way of the truly wise man, who hears His word 

and does it. They should have set their hearts upon the 

treasures of heaven, and regarded the commandments of God 

as more to be desired than gold. They should have forged an 

alliance with Israel, rather than seeking the company of the 

scornful, knowing that friendship with the world is enmity 

toward God. They should have humbled themselves before 

the Almighty, knowing that true strength comes from keeping 

every commandment of God (Deut. 11:8).  

In God’s rebuke of the false confidence of Edom through 

the prophet Obadiah we are shown the folly of seeking 

fulfillment by means of the world and, at the same time, 

directed to the true source of blessing, which is found 

through conformity to God’s word. The Church is prone to 

follow the lead of Edom, trusting in outward means in order 
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to make a name for itself. In fact, it was this very thing which 

led to Israel’s judgment. Let us learn, then, to cast off all 

confidence in worldly things and to seek God’s blessing 

according to His own word.  

 

The unbeliever rejoices when the Church is 
afflicted for departing from God’s 
commands. (Obadiah 1:10-14) 

 

We have observed that God chose the descendants of 

Jacob in order to manifest His name in their midst.  The way 

in which God made Himself known among them was chiefly 

through the ordinances of worship which He designed for the 

exhibition of Christ.  

God’s dwelling in the temple anticipated Christ, who is 

called “Immanuel, God with us.” God speaks of the temple to 

Ezekiel, saying “this is the place of My throne and the place 

of the soles of My feet, where I will dwell in the midst of the 

children of Israel forever” (Ezek. 43:7). It was for this reason 

that Israel’s corruption of worship by their own inventions 

was such an affront to God. “When they set their threshold by 

My threshold, and their doorpost by My doorpost, with a 

wall between them and Me, they defiled My holy name by the 

abominations which they committed; therefore I have 

consumed them in My anger” (Ezek. 43:8).  

Pure worship, which is according to God’s command, 

centers upon the sufficiency of Christ, while corrupt worship 

deflects glory to man, distorts his view of Christ, and is thus 

an abomination. Israel was therefore justly condemned for 

her many corruptions, and her captivity was the result of her 

own sin.  

And yet the Lord strongly rebukes Edom for taking 

pleasure in the downfall of Jacob [Israel]. Surely the sons of 

Esau could have protested that they were only agreeing with 

God for it was, after all, His will to bring calamity against 

Judah for its rebellion. But such a protest would have been a 

lie. Edom, in fact, cared nothing for the honor of God. The 

true motivation for their participation in Israel’s demise was 



Chapter 31 – Worship in Obadiah  

 299 

vindication for the ancient grudge they bore against Jacob, 

and therefore, against God Himself.  

The world loves nothing more than to see the people of 

God cast down and afflicted for disobedience. As with Israel, 

exchanging God’s pure worship for popular trends and 

replacing His commanded ordinances with man-made 

activities weakens the Church, robs God of glory, and brings 

about divine chastisement. And like Edom, the world rejoices 

in the Church’s failure and does what it can to heap further 

disgrace upon her.  

For this reason Paul exhorts the Church, saying, “You 

who abhor idols, do you rob temples? You who make your 

boast in the law, do you dishonor God through breaking the 

law? For ‘the name of God is blasphemed among the 

Gentiles because of you,’ as it is written.” (Romans 2:22-24). 

Let us therefore take great care to maintain the pure worship 

of God, lest His enemies be given the opportunity to justify 

themselves and dishonor the name of the Lord. 

 

The Lord repays those who defile His 
Church and treat His holy ordinances with 
contempt. (Obadiah 1:15-16) 

 

In these two verses there is remarkable comfort for the 

Church.  At the time of Obadiah’s writing, God’s people 

were in captivity while the Edomites gloated in their security. 

Yet the tables were about to be turned and the sons of Esau 

would soon be forced to drink their own medicine.  

It was necessary for judgment to begin at the house of 

God, for the Lord chastens His children in order to drive 

foolishness from them and purify their hearts.  For this 

reason, the “day of the Lord” had come upon Judah, but the 

Edomites presumed that there would be no day of reckoning 

for them.  Obadiah therefore proclaims the coming day of the 

Lord upon all nations and affirms His authority to judge all 

peoples.  

Yet there is a marked difference. Israel’s judgment had 

been a chastisement for the purpose of restoring a remnant to 

faithfulness. Edom’s judgment would leave them “as though 
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they had never been.” The reason for this difference is to be 

found in God’s sovereign love, expressed in His covenant of 

grace. “If we are faithless, He remains faithful; He cannot 

deny Himself” (2 Timothy 2:13).  

He will not allow His holy mountain [the Church] to be 

profaned forever, nor suffer the enemies of truth to triumph. 

He will purify His saints, and He will judge His enemies for 

their sake. The enemy may triumph for a time, but even this 

is in the sovereign hand of God. God has loved Jacob, and 

therefore even in wrath He remembers mercy.  

But Esau God has hated, and so He gives to him 

according to his deeds. Let the Church, therefore, not despair 

under the judgments of God, but rather let her be humbled 

unto repentance in hope that He will purge her heart of every 

impurity and restore her to the path of obedience that Christ 

alone may be glorified on God’s holy mountain. 

 

The Lord restores holiness to His Church 
and expands her borders under the 
Lordship of Christ. (Obadiah 1:17-21) 

 

The judgment of Edom now gives way to a glorious 

promise of restoration for the afflicted sons of Jacob. They 

had been scattered for their sin but the day would come when 

deliverance would be seen in Mount Zion, and holiness 

would once again prevail in the house of Jacob. But when 

would these things be?  

Calvin says, “Now it is certain that this prophecy has 

never been completed: we know that but a small portion of 

the land was possessed by the Jews. What then are we to 

understand by this prophecy? It does unquestionably appear 

that the Prophet speaks here of the kingdom of Christ; and 

we know that the Church was then really restored, and that 

the Jews not only recovered their former state from which 

they had fallen, but that their kingdom was increased: for 

how great became the splendor of the kingdom and of the 

temple under Christ?”  

The “temple” to which Calvin refers is not the one at 

Jerusalem. This temple was destroyed, and its ceremonies 
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became obsolete. What remains in the Church of Christ is an 

even greater glory than could ever have been seen in the 

outward pomp and ceremony of the Old Testament temple. It 

is the spiritual glory of the pure Word of Christ, 

unencumbered by the types and shadows – the “weak and 

beggarly elements” of the Old Covenant worship. And if 

these trappings, which God once prescribed to the Church 

when her incomplete understanding required them, have 

passed away – how much more must the worship of the 

Church be purified from the corruptions of man-made 

inventions, which God always detested among His people?  

In Christ the Church will be holy.  In Christ, she will 

possess and judge the nations. In Christ, the Lord raises up 

“deliverers” to turn every man from doing what is right in his 

own eyes, and restore them to the path of obedience.  Let the 

Church, therefore, not seek to expand by the principles of 

Edom, but according to the rule of Christ, for “the Kingdom 

is the Lord’s.” 
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Chapter 32 
Worship in Jonah 

 

In the book of Jonah we are shown the power of God’s 

word as a means of grace. When His word is shunned, great 

disaster results. When His word is feared, the hearts of men 

are transformed. When His word is hidden in the heart, 

extraordinary faith flourishes. When His word is preached 

and believed, surprising mercy is discovered. When His word 

is made subject to self interest, man’s foolishness is exposed.   

Jonah was a servant of the Lord whose prophecies during 

the reign of Jeroboam II are mentioned in the historical 

accounts of Scripture (2 Kings 14:23-27). He was known as a 

true prophet who spoke with the authority of God. In the 

book that bears his name, however, he exposes a particular 

event in his life in which he sinned against the word of the 

Lord and was, eventually, humbled and made to see that 

God’s word is a powerful means of grace which, if rejected 

or withheld, brings only disaster, but if loved, preached and 

believed brings abundant grace. Thus, as it relates to the 

theme of worship, the book of Jonah magnifies the word of 

God as the chief means of grace which ought to direct all of 

our actions and through which alone we are to draw near to 

Him. 

 

When God’s word is shunned, great 
disaster results. (Jonah 1:1-4) 

 

When the word of the Lord came to Jonah, commanding 

him to go and prophesy against the great city of Nineveh, he 

shunned obedience and sought to flee from God’s presence. 

Disobedience to God’s commands is thus likened to the 

desire to throw off His authority. John Calvin explains the 

inescapable implications of taking a path contrary to God’s 

commands: “as to his flight, we must bear in mind…that all 

flee away from the presence of God, who do not willingly 

obey his commandments; not that they can depart farther 

from him, but they seek, as far as they can, to confine God 

within narrow limits, and to exempt themselves from being 
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subject to his power. No one indeed openly confesses this; yet 

the fact itself shows, that no one withdraws himself from 

obedience to God’s commands without seeking to diminish 

and, as it were, to take from him his power, so that he may no 

longer rule. Whosoever, then, do not willingly subject 

themselves to God, it is the same as though they would turn 

their backs on him and reject his authority, that they may no 

longer be under his power and dominion.”   

Jonah’s disobedience, in this sense, parallels Israel’s 

rejection of God’s authority in worship in favor of their own 

inventions, for they sought nothing less than to replace God’s 

authority with their own and, in so doing, to escape from His 

presence, lest the word of the Lord should rule their hearts. 

And this is the real issue with regard to God’s worship. Men 

do not like to be bound by God’s commandments because 

they prefer to order their practices according to their own 

desires, and thus they substitute their own authority in the 

place of God’s. 

The resulting disaster in the life of Jonah demonstrates 

the powerful wrath of God against those who shun His word 

and reject His authority. Amidst a whole ship full of pagan 

idolaters, Jonah was singled out for special judgment because 

he knew the power of God’s word and yet set out on a 

different course. “It is deserving of notice,” says Calvin, 

“that as Jonah represents himself as guilty before the whole 

world, so he intended by his example to show how great and 

detestable a sin it is, not to submit to the commands of God, 

and not to undertake whatever he enjoins, but to evade his 

authority. That he might then enhance the atrocity of his sin, 

he shows by his own example that we cannot rebel against 

God, without seeking, under some pretense or another, to 

thrust him from his throne.”  

This is the unavoidable implication of choosing to follow 

our own path contrary to, or without express warrant from, 

the word of God. Ironically, in the very act of trying to free 

himself from his obligation to follow God’s Word, Jonah 

became a captive – first on the ship in the midst of the raging 

sea, and then in the bowels of the great fish that swallowed 

him. Men imagine that by going their own way they will find 
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true freedom, but in reality they only give themselves over to 

bondage. 

The authors of the Westminster Confession understood 

this concept of true liberty, and applied it particularly to the 

worship of God when they wrote, “God alone is Lord of the 

conscience, and hath left it free from the doctrines and 

commandments of men, which are, in anything, contrary to 

His Word, or beside it, in matters of faith or worship” (WCF 

20:2). 

 

When God’s word is feared, the hearts of 
men are transformed. (Jonah 1:5-17) 

 

Notice first, that the reaction of the sailors to the mighty 

tempest which God raised up in His wrath against Jonah 

demonstrates the folly of men apart from God’s revealed 

word. There was in them an inescapable knowledge of God, 

but they could not rightly perceive Him because their foolish 

hearts were darkened by sin. They knew only to form 

conceptions of God according to their own imaginations, and 

thus create a god in their own image.  Thus “every man cried 

out to his god.”  

“Let us learn from this passage,” writes Calvin, “that 

when God is sought by us, we ought not to trust our own 

understanding; for we shall in that case immediately go 

astray. God then must be supplicated to guide us by his word, 

otherwise every one will fall off into his own superstitions… 

Since it is so, there is no wonder that superstitions have ever 

prevailed in the world; for the wit of man is the workshop of 

all errors. And hence also we may learn…that nothing is 

worse for us than to follow the impulses of our flesh; for 

every one of himself advances in the way of error, even 

without being pushed on by another.”  

When men are left to their own course, apart from the 

direction of God’s own Word, they will invariably form 

conceptions of God according to their own imaginations. But 

someone might object: “This is true of pagans, who have no 

genuine knowledge of God in their hearts, but surely those 

who have come to know Him are capable of devising modes 
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of worship that will honor Him, even if there is no express 

warrant in Scripture for what they do.”  

The history of Israel and Judah expose the error of this 

contention. Surely the people of the northern kingdom had 

abundant knowledge of the nature and character of God, and 

yet whenever they set out to devise modes of worship that 

were not commanded in His Word, they inevitably fell into 

the worship of idols. Nor was the southern kingdom any 

better, though the Temple was in the very heart of their 

territory. God had shown them His glory, and preserved them 

through many marvelous works of grace, and yet when they 

set their hand to devising modes of worship which God had 

not commanded, they ended up with gods created in their 

own image. 

We must never lose sight of the inherent pride and 

wickedness of our hearts, which are desperately lost in the 

pursuit of self. Unless we follow the prescriptions of God’s 

Word, we will end up with a god who is more like ourselves, 

rather than the transcendent and holy God of the Bible. 

“These things you have done, and I kept silent; You thought 

that I was altogether like you; But I will rebuke you, And set 

your sins in order before your eyes” (Psalm 50:21). 

Jonah, in contrast to the sailors, lay still in the hold of the 

ship, completely insensible of God’s judgments. His 

rebellion had lulled his conscience to sleep. Those who 

intentionally disobey are thus in a worse state than those who 

rebel in ignorance of the word. When Jonah was awakened 

by the frantic seamen, and providentially exposed as the 

cause of the calamity, he plainly told them of the true nature 

of God, declaring His character as revealed in His word. The 

immediate and dramatic effect produced in the sailors was no 

doubt calculated to shame the disobedient prophet.  

It is often the case that those who have long been 

acquainted with God’s word are more easily disposed to lay 

it aside, while those newly exposed to God are more apt to 

take His word at face value and to obey it with trembling. We 

are told:   

 

(1) that the sailors feared greatly  

(2) that they were incredulous toward Jonah’s actions 
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(3) that they, nevertheless, had respect for God’s 

messenger 

(4) that they prayed to the Lord 

(5) that they acknowledged God’s sovereign authority 

(6) that they obeyed the word of God 

(7) that they worshipped God in humility and gratitude.  

 

These are the wondrous effects of the word of God upon 

the hearts of men whom He is pleased to awaken to His 

glory. It is for this reason that His word, rather than empty 

ceremonies derived from the imaginations of men, is to direct 

and pervade our worship.  

 

When God’s word is hidden in the heart, 
extraordinary faith flourishes.  

(Jonah 1:17-2:10) 
 

It is easy to have a romanticized conception of Jonah’s 

experience in the belly of the fish. Perhaps we picture him in 

a cavernous setting, with a little table and chair and a lantern 

burning to illumine the darkness. The fact is that Jonah was 

gulped into the digestive system of a large sea creature in 

which he was tossed about with the decaying flesh of 

whatever else the fish had recently swallowed. It was pitch 

black, and there was just enough air present to sustain the 

prophet from death. One would be hard pressed to imagine a 

more hideous experience.  

And yet, from the midst of this dark and foul smelling 

prison, “Jonah prayed to the Lord his God.”  The words of 

his prayer are recorded in order to demonstrate the awesome 

grace that is afforded to those who have hidden God’s word 

in their hearts and thus are afforded extraordinary faith in 

times of unspeakable distress. And what do we notice about 

the words of Jonah’s prayer?  

John Owen writes: “It is remarkable that several 

sentences in this prayer… are exactly the same, not only in 

sense, but also, in most instances, in words, with passages in 

the Psalms. The first clause of this verse is found in Psalm 

120:1, only the words are differently arranged. The last 
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clause of the third verse, both in words and order, is the 

same with Psalm 42:7. The beginning of the fourth verse 

agrees nearly with Psalm 31:22; and so does the fifth verse 

with a line in Psalm 69:1, one word being different. The first 

clause of the seventh verse is found in the very same words in 

Psalm 142:3; and the first line in the eighth verse in Psalm 

31:6, with the exception of one letter; and the last words of 

the ninth verse are to be met with in Psalm 3:8, only the 

order is reversed.”   

We thus find in Jonah’s prayer a noteworthy indication 

of God’s purpose in commanding His Church to sing His 

inspired songs in worship – namely, that their faith may find 

support in memorizing and meditating upon His perfect 

word. Nothing is lacking in the Psalms to uphold the faith of 

the saints, whatever circumstances they may encounter.  

“Worthless idols,” says Jonah (referring to the work of 

men’s hands and the products of their weak imaginations), 

are empty. Those who regard them “forsake their own 

mercy” (vs. 8). True mercy and faith are to be found in God’s 

inspired word. Let us therefore treasure God’s songs of 

praise that they may afford us abundant comfort in the midst 

of every imaginable distress.  

 

When God’s word is preached and believed, 
surprising mercy is found. (Jonah 3:1-10) 

 

After the Lord commanded the fish to spit Jonah onto dry 

land (and the fish obeyed God’s voice!), God spoke a second 

time to the prophet, commanding him to go up to Nineveh 

and preach the message committed to him.  This time Jonah 

instantly obeyed, “according to the word of the Lord” (vs. 3). 

The response of the people of Nineveh was overwhelming. 

They “believed God” and humbled themselves before Him 

lest there might remain a possibility of diverting His 

judgment. “Then God saw their works, that they turned from 

their evil way; and God relented from the disaster that He 

had said He would bring upon them, and He did not do it.”  

All of this was the direct result of the faithful preaching 

of God’s word, as the passage emphatically indicates. There 
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were no revival meetings, no contrived gimmicks to provoke 

the people to remorse, no altar calls or inquirer’s benches. 

Jonah simply and plainly delivered the message that God 

committed to him.  

Nor was it an especially hopeful message. Jonah 

declared: “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” 

The only explanation for the awe-inspiring result is the 

Lord’s own promise that “My word…that goes forth from My 

mouth; …shall not return to Me void, but it shall accomplish 

what I please, and it shall prosper in the thing for which I 

sent it” (Isaiah 55:11).  

No such promise of power unto salvation accompanies 

the vain rituals dreamed up in the minds of men, however 

much they may convince themselves that their methods are 

more effective than the Lord’s. Thus, the preaching of God’s 

word is to be the centerpiece of His worship, for it is the 

means of grace appointed to the Church to accomplish what 

He pleases. 

 

When God’s word is made subject to self-
interest, man’s foolishness is exposed. 
(Jonah 4:1-11) 

 

The final chapter of Jonah records the sulking of the 

prophet in the aftermath of God’s mercy toward Nineveh, and 

God’s rebuke and correction of his wicked attitude. Far from 

being overcome with awe and gratitude for the conversion of 

this great city, Jonah was “exceedingly displeased” and 

prayed for the Lord to take his life!  

Some have suggested that Jonah’s anger was rooted in 

prejudice. As a proud Israelite, he simply could not rejoice in 

the deliverance of a Gentile city. The reason for Jonah’s 

reaction, however, was far more self-interested than mere 

ethnic bigotry. He had preached, by God’s command, the 

certain destruction of Nineveh. His prophecy, however, had 

not come to pass because “God relented from the disaster 

that He had said He would bring upon them, and He did not 

do it.” Jonah’s reputation as a prophet was ruined! He had 
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declared, “Thus saith the Lord,” but his words did not come 

to pass.  

What Jonah failed to understand was that God, in the 

very act of sending a prophet to warn the city, intended to 

shake them from their sin and move them to repentance. 

Calvin thus says that “Jonah had learned only one half of his 

office.” His eyes were upon himself and his reputation, rather 

than upon the plan and purpose of God through His word. It 

was, after all, God’s word that Jonah declared, and God’s 

word that the people believed. Jonah was merely an 

instrument.  

God plainly exposed Jonah’s foolishness by means of a 

practical illustration involving a plant, a worm, and the 

scorching heat of the midday sun. Jonah was made to see that 

God’s glory and the salvation of the lost were to govern his 

thoughts and actions, rather than self-interest and concern for 

his reputation. And God’s glory is best advanced through the 

power of His holy Word. 
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Chapter 33 
Worship in Micah 

 

The prophet Micah was a contemporary of Isaiah, and 

many of the words of his prophecy are identical to those of 

his inspired colleague, that the word of God might stand by 

the mouth of two witnesses. Here we find a reiteration of the 

charges against God’s people for their corruption of worship 

and justice, as well as a promise of the glorious Kingdom of 

Christ in which all nations will be unified in true worship 

according to God’s word. 

 

God judges His people for transgressions in 
worship. (Micah 1:1-7; 2:6-7) 

 

Micah begins his prophecy with a declaration of 

impending judgment upon Samaria and Jerusalem, the capital 

cities of the northern and southern kingdoms. Because the 

people were hardened to their own sin, he declares plainly 

the cause for which the Lord would remove them from their 

land. Once again, we find the Lord placing particular 

emphasis upon the corruption of His pure worship in both 

kingdoms.  

First among the sins for which God’s wrath was revealed 

from heaven against His people were, as Calvin summarizes 

it: “their vicious modes of worship, by which religion had 

been polluted among the Jews as well as the Israelites.” It is 

truly striking how often this note is sounded by the prophets, 

who continually return to the charge that the people of both 

the Northern and Southern kingdoms had profaned God’s 

holy worship by introducing the inventions of their own 

hands. It is almost as if God intended us to learn an important 

lesson from this! 

The need for the constant repetition of this charge by the 

prophets was due to the depth of depravity in the human 

heart. Had the hearts of the people been open, one or two 

warnings would have been sufficient. But such is our 

infatuation with the cleverness of our own invention, that we 

are hard to convince of the plain fact that our own additions 
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to worship, however much we think they must be pleasing to 

God (because they are pleasing to us), are offensive to Him. 

Nor do we perceive that the reason for this offense is the fact 

that the imposition of our own inventions into God’s worship 

is an assertion of our authority in opposition to His own.  

Thus Calvin writes, “it might seem very unjust, that the 

Prophet should charge with sin those forms of worship in 

which the Jews laboriously exercised themselves with the 

object of pacifying God. But we see how God regards as 

nothing whatever men blend with his worship out of their 

own heads. And this is our principal contest at this day with 

the Papists; we call their perverted and spurious modes of 

worship abominations: they think that what is heavenly is to 

be blended with what is earthly. We diligently labor, they 

say, for this end — that God may be worshipped. True; but, 

at the same time, you profane his worship by your inventions; 

and it is therefore an abomination. We now then see how 

foolish and frivolous are those delusions, when men follow 

their own wisdom in the duty of worshipping God: for the 

Prophet here, in the name of God, fulminates, as it were, 

from heaven against all superstitions, and shows that no sin 

is more detestable, than that preposterous caprice with which 

idolaters are inflamed, when they observe such forms of 

worship as they have themselves invented.”  

Yet another important lesson is brought before us here. 

Micah pronounces judgment against Samaria and Jerusalem, 

as if the northern and southern kingdoms had equally 

offended God. Yet it is well known that the outward 

corruptions of the Northern kingdom, which followed the 

gross presumption of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, were far 

more excessive than those found among the people of Judah 

in the south. Micah therefore shows us that the Lord does not 

grade “on a curve,” as it were, with regard to corruptions of 

His holy worship. For although Judah was, in a sense, less 

corrupt in its mode of worship, yet Calvin notes that Judah 

“had a mixture of superstitions; such as one would find, were 

he to compare the gross Popery of this day with that middle 

course which those men invent, who seem to themselves to be 

very wise, fearing, as they do, the offenses of the world; and 

hence they form for us a mixture, I know not what, from the 



Chapter 33 – Worship in Micah  

 313 

superstitions of the Papacy and from the Reformation, as 

they call it…We see, however, that the Prophet pronounces 

the same sentence against the Jews and the Israelites and 

that is, that God will allow nothing that proceeds from the 

inventions of men to be joined to his word.”   

Once again, we find the uniform testimony of God’s 

Word to be that all additions to His prescribed worship, 

invented by the minds of men, are offensive to Him and 

provoke divine wrath against those who persist in the works 

of their own hands.  

In Micah 2:6-7 we find the reaction of the people to 

God’s constant warnings through the prophets against their 

profane forms of worship: “Stop your babbling! We will do 

as we please!” It is a dangerous thing to quench the preaching 

of the Word of God, for the Lord declares to them that He 

will remove from them the one thing that can do them any 

good. “They shall not prophesy to you; they shall not return 

insult for insult.” 

Yet God leaves them with this one final word of rebuke 

and admonition. “You call yourselves by the name of the 

house of Jacob. But will you restrict His Spirit and seek to 

silence Him when He reveals your transgression? Will you 

deny that the chastisements you are experiencing are His just 

rebukes against your obstinate persistence in self-serving 

worship? Are not My words, even when they sting your 

conscience by exposing the error of your heart, designed to 

do you good by turning you away from evil?” 

God does not always tell us what we want to hear. His 

Word is designed to do us good, but that good is the result of 

laying our sins before us and exposing the error of our hearts. 

It is a great wickedness to spurn the preaching of God’s 

Word against our sin, and to rebuke God’s servants for 

plainly warning us of the consequences of putting ourselves 

above God’s revealed will. If we shut our ears against the 

rebukes of His Word, He will take it from us. 
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The Messianic Kingdom will be marked by 
obedience to God’s laws. (Micah 4:1-8) 

 

Here is a glorious view of the kingdom of Christ. The 

time will come, “in the latter days,” when “the mountain of 

the Lord’s house shall be established on the top of the 

mountains.” Micah, like Isaiah, now reveals the glorious 

character of the Messianic age. The language depicts the 

Church as the “new Jerusalem,” from which the law of the 

Lord goes forth, and to which many nations gather. The clear 

meaning is that the reign of Christ will exalt God’s law and 

unite the nations in obedience to His word.  

It is impossible to gather from this prophecy that every 

nation or people will worship God according to their own 

ideas, and that God will accept their worship as long as it is 

sincere. The central focus of the prophet is God’s law, which 

binds the people together in uniform obedience to truth. Thus 

Calvin writes: “Here the Prophet in a few words defines the 

legitimate worship of God: for it would not be sufficient for 

the nations to come together into one place to profess the one 

true God, unless true obedience followed, which rests on 

faith, as faith does on the word.” 

Here is an important principle that must not be missed. 

God’s Word declares that “faith comes by hearing, and 

hearing by the Word of God.” We are also plainly told that 

“whatever is not from faith is sin.” Therefore, when the 

nations come to Mount Zion in the time of Christ’s Kingdom, 

and gather together to worship Him, their worship – if it is 

founded in faith – must be in accordance with His Word. 

“Whatever is not from faith” (that is, whatever is not founded 

in God’s Word) “is sin.”  

Calvin continues: “It ought then to be especially noticed, 

that the Prophet sets here the word of God before us, in 

order to show that true religion is founded on the obedience 

of faith, and that God cannot be truly worshipped, except 

when he himself teaches his people, and prescribes to them 

what is necessary to be done. Hence when the will of God is 

revealed to us, we then can truly worship him. When the 
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word is again taken away, there will indeed be some form of 

divine worship; but there will be no genuine religion, such as 

is pleasing to God. And hence we also learn, that there is no 

other way of raising up the Church of God than by the light 

of the word, in which God himself, by his own voice, points 

out the way of salvation.”  

The remarkable result of this world-sweeping 

reformation of worship under Christ is a prevailing 

gentleness and peace among the nations. Just as Israel’s 

corruption of the first table of the law had led to many 

transgressions against the second table, so the reconciliation 

of men to God in Christ would result in the reconciliation of 

men to one another. When men exalt themselves above God 

in His own house, it is no wonder if they tread down the 

house of their neighbor as well.  The restoration of the first 

table leads to the restoration of the second. 

 

Messiah’s rule will be glorious, but the 
glory is the Lord’s. (Micah 5:1-15) 

 

The fifth chapter of Micah further unfolds the future 

glories of the Messianic Kingdom. Bear in mind that what we 

read in these verses pertains to the New Covenant age.  The 

prevailing theme of this passage is exaltation through 

humility.   

The prophet begins with the promise of a Ruler who 

would come out of Bethlehem, an insignificant and despised 

hamlet. The humble circumstances surrounding the advent 

and life of Christ are meant to highlight the fact that God 

demonstrates His glory – not in terms of the outward pomp 

and grandeur of the world – but in the simple spiritual power 

of the Word made flesh. What foolishness it is, then, for the 

Church of Jesus Christ to seek to put on outward glory 

according to the principles of the world, and thus bury the 

wondrous glory of God’s pure Word under heaps of 

worthless rubbish!  

Micah foretells the suffering of Israel until the time of 

Christ’s birth, when the Shepherd-King would feed His flock 

and they would abide in Him. He next proceeds to enlarge 
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upon the benefits that Christ will bring to His Church. These 

include:  

 

a. a strong government (vs. 5) 

b. deliverance from enemies (vs. 6) 

c. the effectual power of the Gospel among the nations 

unto salvation and judgment (vss. 7-9) 

 

But suddenly the prophet seems to shift from blessing to 

wrath as he says, “In that day, says the Lord, I will cut off 

your horses and destroy your chariots, etc” (vss. 10ff).  These 

words, however, are not to be seen as a threat of judgment, 

but a promise of greater blessing to the people of God under 

Christ. He says that He will “cut off” every outward thing 

that been a stumbling block to them by deflecting their faith 

from the Lord toward themselves. By horses and chariots, He 

means that He will strip away their trust in their own 

strength. So also He will cast down their cities and 

strongholds, as Paul says that we are to “pull down 

strongholds” and “cast down arguments and every high thing 

that exalts itself against the knowledge of God, bringing 

every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ” (2 

Cor. 10:4-5).  

And finally Micah says that God will, in the day of 

Christ, cut off all false worship and idolatry so that “you 

shall no more worship the work of your hands.” We see here 

that the glory of Christ’s Kingdom in the Church is seen in 

her humble submission to His word. 

 

God defines man’s approach to Him in 
worship. (Micah 6:1-8) 

 

Following the description of the glories of the Messianic 

Kingdom, Micah returns again to Israel’s sin. The Lord 

pleads through the prophet on His own behalf, challenging 

the people to declare the reason for their rebellion: “O My 

people, what have I done to you? And how have I wearied 

you?”  
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By way of condescension, God reveals the gross 

ingratitude of Israel. He recounts the many ways in which He 

has shown them abundant grace and mercy, in spite of their 

wickedness, and exposes their false worship as a slap in the 

face of their Creator and Redeemer.  

This is the true nature of impure worship. It is as if His 

people said, “What is it to us that you have shown us mercy. 

We will not be bound by Your commands. We will do what 

we please. Your statutes are wearisome to us.”  

The mention of Balak and Balaam is especially pertinent, 

because it was immediately after God’s great deliverance of 

Israel from Balaam’s scheme of cursing them that Balak 

followed the advice of the false prophet and lured God’s 

people into impure worship, thus bringing God’s curse upon 

them.  

In verses 6-7, Micah shows the defectiveness of man’s 

view of worship. In answer to the question, “With what shall 

I come before the Lord?” the answer of man is centered upon 

his own works. His mind is deceived into thinking that God is 

pleased with the substance of his offerings, and so he seeks to 

find the right “ingredients” to bring before God.  

Then, in verse 8, Micah provides the answer. The fact is 

that God has already revealed to man what is good with 

regard to His worship. What the Lord requires is obedience 

to His word. Both tables of the law are touched upon here 

and the sum of the matter is “to walk humbly with your 

God.”  All pride and confidence in the flesh is condemned. 

Man is to approach God with nothing in his hands, for God 

has provided all that is necessary through Christ, the living 

Word.    

 

Christ will restore the fear of the Lord.  

(Micah 7:8-20) 
 

In the closing chapter of Micah, the restoration of Israel 

is once again proclaimed. She will be desolate for a time “for 

the fruit of her deeds” but her walls will be rebuilt and she 

will draw all nations to God. The true repentance of Israel is 

seen in her willing acceptance of the just judgment of the 
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Lord: “I will bear the indignation of the Lord, because I have 

sinned against Him.”  

Yet after the chastisement comes a time of refreshment 

and restoration. Micah anticipates the time of Christ, for he 

speaks of the One who is called to shepherd His people with 

His staff. Christ will lead, protect, and nourish His Church, 

and they will be like sheep before the Good Shepherd. No 

more will they go astray after the desires of their own hearts 

or the work of their own hands.  

The effect of Christ’s ministry upon the nations is 

brought forth by way of contrast. They will be ashamed and 

silenced. Their ears will be stopped and they will crawl in the 

dust. And they will be afraid of the Lord our God. This fear 

of the Lord is said to be “because of You” (that is, Christ).  

Micah’s words emphasize the fact that the Kingdom of 

Christ brings down the pride of all people. The pride of His 

chosen sheep is taken away, so that they are enabled to 

follow the voice of the Shepherd without dissembling. The 

pride of the nations is stripped away by the revelation of His 

awesome power.  

Through Christ, the Lord will “give truth to Jacob.” No 

more will His people presumptuously follow their own 

inventions, but will worship God in truth. This is the glory of 

the New Covenant Church, by which the power of Christ is 

shown to the world. 
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Chapter 34 
Worship in Nahum 

 

This book is a proclamation of judgment upon Nineveh, 

the capital city of Assyria. It contains a message of sober 

warning to the enemies of God, as well as comfort and hope 

for His people. It shows us that God demands undivided 

submission everywhere and from every-one. The mercy 

extended to God’s people is the result of His covenant 

faithfulness, and thus points us to the cross of Christ, who 

bore His wrath in our place, but He reserves wrath for His 

enemies.    

The book of Nahum contains a mixed message. Even in 

its opening, there is obvious tension.  The name of the 

prophet means “comfort,” and so he brought ease of mind to 

the people of God by assuring them of the divine justice that 

would overtake their enemies. But Nahum is also called “the 

Elkoshite,” probably in reference to his home town. This 

word means “God the ensnarer,” and so He would be, first to 

the wayward children of Israel, and then to the Assyrians. 

 

God’s jealousy, power, and goodness frame 
our worship of Him. (Nahum 1:1-11) 

 

The implications of the prophecy of Nahum for worship 

are not immediately apparent, and yet they are easy to discern 

when it is kept in mind that “man’s chief end is to glorify 

God and to enjoy Him forever.” God created man to worship 

Him, and the chief effect of man’s fall into sin is the 

distortion of that worship through its direction man-ward, 

rather than God-ward. Thus, introducing his comments on 

Nahum 1:3, Charles Spurgeon wrote: “you can not fail to 

notice, that men, through the alienation of their natures, are 

continually misrepresenting God, because they can not 

appreciate his perfection. Does God at one time withhold his 

hand from wrath? Lo, they say that God hath ceased to judge 

the world, and looks upon it with listless phlegmatic 

indifference. Does he at another time punish the world for 

sin? They say he is severe and cruel. Men will misunderstand 
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him, because they are imperfect themselves, and are not 

capable of admiring the character of God.”  

Sin distorts man’s perception of God. Rather than a 

creature who reflects the image of his Creator, man in the fall 

has reversed roles with God. He always seeks to re-create 

God in the image of man. And this is precisely why man’s 

inventiveness in worship is uniformly condemned in 

Scripture. Man does not come to God and dictate how He is 

to be worshipped. To do so is to create God in man’s image, 

or according to man’s conception of Him. 

True worship is to be governed by God’s holy attributes, 

and not by man’s limited and often mistaken perceptions of 

who He is. In order to worship God aright, man must be 

humbled to his rightful place as a creature made to reflect the 

image of his Maker. It is God who defines worship – Who 

sets the parameters by which His creatures are to glorify and 

enjoy Him. 

This is also why, as God’s judgment is pronounced 

against Nineveh – although the Assyrians were not His 

special covenant people – yet their condemnation is framed 

in terms of God’s holy attributes, which ought to have been 

known by them. “For since the creation of the world His 

invisible attributes are clearly seen, being understood by the 

things that are made, even His eternal power and Godhead, 

so that they are without excuse” (Romans 1:20). 

God is, first and foremost, described as “jealous,” which 

is a term that He Himself applies to the zeal with which He 

guards His own glory in worship. “You shall not make for 

yourself a carved image, or any likeness of anything that is in 

heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the 

water under the earth; you shall not bow down to them nor 

serve them. For I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, 

visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third 

and fourth generations of those who hate Me” (Exodus 20:4-

5). 

Next, the power of God is proclaimed: “He has His way” 

in all of the movements of nature and men. As true worship is 

to seek His glory alone, so it is to acknowledge His power 

alone as effectual. Man has no power to save himself, and 
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therefore whatever elements of worship he devises can never 

carry the least bit of spiritual efficacy.  

Finally, Nahum declares that “The Lord is good.” This is 

more than a description of His character. It is a 

pronouncement that He is the very essence of goodness – the 

definer of all that is right, just, holy and pure. This 

knowledge of God as “good” is not accessible to man apart 

from grace. For this reason the Westminster Confession (7:1) 

states: “The distance between God and the creature is so 

great, that although reasonable creatures do owe obedience 

unto Him as their Creator, yet they could never have any 

fruition of Him as their blessedness and reward, but by some 

voluntary condescension on God's part.”   

True worship is therefore the result of condescending 

grace, by which the hearts of “those who trust in Him” are 

confronted by His jealousy, humbled by His power, and 

drawn by His goodness to seek Him as He desires. 

 

True worship is a manifestation of peace 
with God. (Nahum 1:12-15) 

 

In this section of Nahum’s prophecy, God first addresses 

His covenant people, assuring them that the apparent safety 

and numbers of Assyria will by no means protect them from 

His powerful wrath. The Lord speaks reassuring words of 

comfort to Israel, promising to afflict them no more. But then 

His words turn to Nineveh, and this solemn command is 

uttered: “Your name shall be perpetuated no longer.”  

The focus here is on the name. Despite the coming 

judgment, Israel’s name would be preserved, while Assyria’s 

name would fall into oblivion. But why? Surely not because 

Israel was more worthy of God’s mercy than Assyria. “The 

LORD did not set His love on you nor choose you because 

you were more in number than any other people, for you 

were the least of all peoples; but because the LORD loves 

you, and because He would keep the oath which He swore to 

your fathers, the LORD has brought you out with a mighty 

hand, and redeemed you from the house of bondage, from the 

hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt” (Deuteronomy 7:7-8) 
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God preserved His covenant people for the sake of 

Christ, whose name was bound to them by divine love. God 

preserves a people for Himself, to worship Him according to 

His will, so that the name of Christ will be magnified. This is 

why the Westminster Confession says (25:5), “there shall be 

always a Church on earth, to worship God according to His 

will.”  

The obliteration of the name of Nineveh and Assyria 

begins with God’s burying of their false worship. Notice how 

the “carved image” and the “molded image” in the house of 

their gods is contrasted with the “appointed feasts” of Judah. 

In this the Lord again reiterates that man’s ideas of worship 

are vile, while those He enjoins upon men by appointment 

are worthy of preservation.  Thus, the appointed feasts of 

Judah are to be kept, while the carved and molded images of 

Nineveh will be cut off.  

In the midst of this contrast comes the call to “Behold, on 

the mountain, the feet of him who brings good tidings, who 

proclaims peace!” This is the language of the Gospel. Paul 

quotes from this passage in Romans 10:15, in connection 

with the preaching of salvation. The Gospel is the 

announcement of peace – not primarily between man and 

man, but between man and God. The enmity of man’s 

prideful attempt to be “like God” is subdued by the merits of 

the One who was made “like His brethren in all things that 

He might be a merciful and faithful High Priest in things 

pertaining to God” (Heb. 2:17).  

Pure worship is, in essence, the expression of that peace 

between God and man which is won by the Prince of Peace. 

As with Israel, it is a peace borne from conquest, leading to 

submission. When men begin once more to pursue their own 

designs in worship, they provoke the Lord, and show that 

their hearts are not sincerely submissive to Christ. “For 

where envy and self-seeking exist, confusion and every evil 

thing are there. But the wisdom that is from above is first 

pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy 

and good fruits, without partiality and without hypocrisy. 

Now the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace by those who 

make peace” (James 3:16-18). 
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It is man’s deep rooted pride and self-seeking that creates 

enmity between God and man, and between man and his 

neighbor.  

 

God restores His people when their pride is 
removed. (Nahum 2:1-15) 

 

Chapter 2 of Nahum is an announcement of total 

destruction to Nineveh. The prophet anticipates the arrival of 

the fierce forces of Nebuchadnezzar who would scatter the 

once formidable armies of Assyria. The first verse is an 

ironic call to arms, issued to the warriors of Nineveh, but the 

remainder of the chapter demonstrates that it will be to no 

avail, because the Lord has decreed their destruction.  

How terrible are the words of verse 15: “Behold, I am 

against you’ says the Lord of hosts!” Indeed, it is a fearful 

thing to fall into the hands of the living God! But the key 

verse of the chapter is verse 2. There is a discrepancy 

between the various English translations of this verse. The 

Authorized Version more accurately renders the words: “For 

the Lord has turned away the excellency of Jacob, as the 

excellency of Israel: for the emptiers have emptied them 

out…”  

Here we discover the reason that God’s anger is now 

directed toward Assyria. His purpose of humbling the pride 

of His people, by delivering them into captivity, has been 

accomplished. God’s eye is ever fixed upon the people of His 

covenant. It is for their sake that He now overthrows their 

conquerors. He has chastised them for a reason – namely, to 

empty them.  

The people of Judah had been like King Uzziah, of whom 

it is said that “when he was strong his heart was lifted up, to 

his destruction, for he transgressed against the LORD his 

God by entering the temple of the LORD to burn incense on 

the altar of incense” (2 Chronicles 26:16). Here again we 

clearly see the link between pride and false worship. It was 

necessary for the Lord to “empty” Judah and Israel of the 

pride by which their heart was lifted up to their destruction.  
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When the Lord chastises His Church, it is for the purpose 

of exhausting every pretense of self-exaltation, that they 

might learn to yield to His word alone and put no trust in the 

thoughts and intentions of their own wicked hearts. When 

this purpose is fulfilled, His hand is lifted from them and 

directed against their oppressors. How the Church needs to 

learn this lesson of humility today! It is not until the Church 

is “emptied” of her presumptuous pride that she will find the 

power of her enemies shattered.     

 

The forsaking of true worship leads a 
nation to utter ruin. (Nahum 3:1-7) 

 

As the prophecy develops, the picture of Nineveh’s 

destruction becomes more explicit. She is called “the bloody 

city” which is “full of lies and robbery.” She is predatory, 

always seeking to advance herself at the expense of others.   

Suddenly, her boasted security is shattered by the sounds of 

an invading army, which build into a crescendo until the city 

streets are teeming with the bodies of her countless slain.  

The reason for this brutal demise of the once-great city is 

announced in verse 4: it is “because of the multitude of 

harlotries” committed by this “mistress of sorceries.” The 

word for “harlotries” is commonly used to describe spiritual 

unfaithfulness. This is the city which repented at Jonah’s 

preaching, and yet instead of producing fruit in keeping with 

repentance, it seems to have quickly returned to the path of 

self-indulgence.  

The effect of Nineveh’s backsliding was the seduction of 

many nations and families, who followed her in apostasy.  

Paul’s words, written many hundreds of years later, were no 

less true in the time of Nahum: “Do not be deceived, God is 

not mocked; for whatever a man [or nation] sows, that he will 

also reap” (Gal. 6:7). Had the people of Nineveh, who 

repented at the preaching of Jonah, learned to worship God 

aright, their hearts would not have been thus easily lifted up 

to exalt themselves against their neighbors. But they seem to 

have been mere hypocrites, who repented for fear of 
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punishment, but not from a genuine love for God and His 

truth.  

A few token gestures of humility are not enough. True 

repentance means a complete turning from self to God, and 

such complete repentance is first evidenced in the 

abandonment of self-centered worship.   

 

Outward prosperity is nothing when God 
comes in judgment. (Nahum 3:8-19) 

 

The prophecy of Nahum concludes on the note of utter 

ruin for the city of Nineveh. As the vision closes, the Lord 

systematically dismantles the arrogant boasts of Assyria. 

They prided themselves in the history of their military 

conquests, and yet God declares that they are no better than 

the nations and cities they have destroyed. They will come to 

the same end. They gloried in their fortified strongholds, yet 

God will shake their towers like ripened fig trees, whose fruit 

drops easily into the mouth of the eater. They boasted in their 

reputation as men of war, but God would make them like 

women, and throw open their gates to their enemies. They 

took confidence in their numbers, but like a swarm of locusts, 

they would vanish as quickly as they had appeared on the 

scene of history.  

Thus the Lord takes apart every vestige of outward 

prosperity, showing that all of the outward means by which 

men imagine themselves to be established are vain and empty 

before the mighty power of God. And surely these things are 

recorded for our instruction, that we may learn not to trust in 

outward signs of prosperity, or to imagine that we are secure 

from disaster because we have numbers, or reputation, or 

wealth, or influence.  

The Church is not immune to this false sense of security, 

for Christ declares to the Laodiceans, “you say, ‘I am rich, 

have become wealthy, and have need of nothing’ -- and do 

not know that you are wretched, miserable, poor, blind, and 

naked” (Revelation 3:17). When God’s people follow the 

lead of the world, basing their idea of “success” upon those 

outward marks that unbelievers value, while neglecting the 
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weightier matters of humility, faithfulness and truth, they run 

the risk that like Nineveh, “the shame of their nakedness will 

be revealed” (see Rev. 3:18). “Therefore,” Christ exhorts His 

Church, “be zealous and repent” for “as many as I love, I 

rebuke and chasten” (Rev. 3:19).   

For Nineveh all hope was exhausted: “Your injury has no 

healing, your wound is severe.” But for the people of God, 

the admonition remains: “He who has an ear, let him hear 

what the Spirit says to the churches” (Rev. 3:22). 
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Chapter 35 
Worship in Habakkuk 

 

Habakkuk was a prophet animated by holy zeal for the 

glory of God. His fervent passion led him to ask some hard 

questions concerning God’s forbearance of sin, toward both 

His own rebellious people and His enemies. The answers he 

received reveal to us the sovereign work of God in purifying 

a people unto Himself and teach us our duty as we wait upon 

Him to establish His Church in true holiness of life and 

worship. 

 

God’s people should be deeply offended by 
the corruption of His praise.  
(Habakkuk 1:1-4)  

 

The prophet Habakkuk had a burning passion for the 

glory of God. He lived in the days just prior to the captivity 

of Judah by the Babylonians. These were days of great 

spiritual darkness among the people of God. Everywhere 

Habakkuk looked he saw idolatry, iniquity, violence, and 

oppression. Because he was a godly man, these things deeply 

affected him.  

Habakkuk had a keen sense of the sovereignty of God, 

despite the spiritual declension that marked his generation, 

and his heart ached to see his fellow Israelites dishonoring 

the Lord in their worship and daily life. He was even more 

grieved by the fact that so many prophets had gone before 

him, and yet the people remained hardened in their sins and 

stiff-necked in their rebellion. Holy jealousy for the honor of 

God, as well as a desire for the people to be awakened to 

their transgressions, compelled him to pour out his heart 

before the Lord and plead for justice.  

Habakkuk did not understand why God seemed to sit 

back and allow iniquity to multiply. Why did the Lord not 

hear his earnest cries? Notice the confidence of faith 

exhibited by this godly prophet. He expected the Lord to 

respond to his prayers and change the course of the nation. 

He could not comprehend why God did not save the people 
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from their sin, as he had been constantly beseeching Him to 

do. He had this confidence because he knew that he was 

praying according to God’s will, for surely it was the will of 

the Lord that He be glorified among His people and that 

justice and righteousness flourish in the land.  

Habakkuk therefore laid the lawlessness of the people 

before the Lord, urging God to act in defense of the faithful 

and vindication of His own glory. “Now this passage teaches 

us,” writes John Calvin, “that all who really serve and love 

God, ought, according to the prophet’s example, to burn with 

holy indignation whenever they see wickedness reigning 

without restraint among men, and especially in the Church of 

God. There is indeed nothing which ought to cause us more 

grief than to see men raging with profane contempt for God, 

and no regard had for his law and for divine truth, and all 

order trodden under foot. When therefore such a confusion 

appears to us, we must feel roused, if we have in us any spark 

of religion.”  

And yet it is often the case with us that we are not 

sufficiently grieved by offenses against God’s glory. We are 

quick to defend our own honor, but slow to plead for the 

honor of the Lord. Thus Calvin adds, “We are only tender on 

what concerns us individually, and in the meantime we easily 

forgive when God is wronged, and His truth despised. But the 

prophet shows here that he was not made indignant through 

a private feeling, but because he could not bear the 

profanation of God’s worship and the violation of His holy 

law.”  

 

God’s people should be troubled when the 
wicked triumph. (Habakkuk 1:5 – 2:1)  

 

Habakkuk 1:5-11 records God’s answer to the prophet’s 

urgent prayer. God knew that His answer would come as a 

shock. He introduced the subject with a series of emphatic 

imperatives: Look! Watch! Be utterly amazed! The Lord was 

about to do something that Habakkuk would consider 

unbelievable.  

And what was it?  
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God said, “I am raising up the Chaldeans against My 

people!” But how could this be? Habakkuk could not 

conceive how the Lord, Who is “of purer eyes than to behold 

evil, and cannot look on wickedness” could thus look upon 

the pagan nation of Babylon with favor by granting them 

victory over His own covenant people, knowing all the while 

that they would ascribe their success to their own false gods. 

Would this not implicate God in confirming the idolatry of 

the Babylonians? Would it not be a denial of His covenant 

faithfulness to His chosen people, whose God He had been 

from everlasting?  

To Habakkuk it seemed that by allowing a wicked nation 

to overpower the weak, God made men no better than 

“creeping things that have no ruler over them.” He expected 

God to intervene immediately by changing the hearts of His 

wayward people. What he did not understand, yet, was the 

sovereignty of God in using “second causes” to accomplish 

His divine purposes – or how this could be done without 

surrendering Divine sovereignty or making God the author of 

sin.  

Yet even in his bold questioning of God’s purposes, 

Habakkuk confesses the weakness of his own understanding 

and prepares to be corrected by the Lord (2:1). The fact is 

that God is absolutely sovereign over the affairs of men and 

nations. Yet, at the same time, every man and every nation is 

responsible for their actions. God causes all things to work 

together for the good of those who love Him, who are called 

according to His purpose. He overrules the actions of the 

wicked and turns them to His own glory.  

Nowhere was this truth more strikingly illustrated than in 

the crucifixion of the Lord Jesus, as Peter declared in Acts 

2:22-24 – “Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of 

Nazareth, a Man attested by God to you by miracles, 

wonders, and signs which God did through Him in your 

midst, as you yourselves also know -- Him, being delivered 

by the determined purpose and foreknowledge of God, you 

have taken by lawless hands, have crucified, and put to death; 

whom God raised up, having loosed the pains of death, 

because it was not possible that He should be held by it.” 
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It should be distressing to every believer when the 

wicked gain power over the Church. We ought never to 

delight in the blasphemous triumph of godlessness. Yet we 

must not think that such circumstances mean that God has 

ceased to rule over His creation, or surrendered ground to the 

enemy. Instead, we ought to acknowledge that God is 

humbling His people, while, at the same time, sealing the 

eventual judgment of His adversaries.  

If the holiness of God is a just reason for urging Him not 

to allow the wicked to triumph, how much more should the 

recognition that He is “of purer eyes than to behold evil and 

cannot look upon wickedness” keep us from presumptuously 

trampling His courts with the work of our own hands? 

 

God’s people must have faith in His 
covenant purposes. (Habakkuk 2:2-17) 

 

As he sought to come to grips with God’s sovereign 

purposes, Habakkuk welcomed the correction of the Lord. He 

wanted to be ruled by God’s word, rather than his own 

feelings about what seemed just and good. Having thus 

humbled himself before the Lord, he received a full answer to 

his questions. This answer was intended not only for 

Habakkuk, but for all of God’s faithful children, and so the 

prophet is commanded to “write the vision and make it plain 

on tablets, that he may run who reads it” (vs. 2). And yet it 

was an answer to be received by faith, which must wait 

patiently for the fulfillment of God’s word in hope.  

The relationship between God’s written word and faith is 

at the heart of this passage. The proud expects God to 

conform to his immediate wishes, but “the just shall live by 

faith.” The Scriptures plainly teach us that faith is dependent 

upon God’s word, for “faith comes by hearing, and hearing 

by the word of God” (Rom. 10:17), and “whatever is not 

from faith is sin” (Rom. 14:23).  

To live by faith, then, is to live according to God’s word. 

If we do not have confidence that what we do is rooted in 

God’s word, then we are not acting in faith, but rather in 
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prideful presumption. Therefore Habakkuk contrasts the 

proud with the just who live by faith.  

In God’s worship especially we do not act in faith if what 

we do is not founded upon God’s word. This is why Judah’s 

worship had become an abomination to God. Yet there was a 

remnant among the people which had been kept by grace 

from the prideful presumption that marked most of their 

brethren. These were the true covenant people of God, and it 

was for their sake that Babylon, after carrying out God’s 

purpose of judgment, would be utterly destroyed. Thus 

Habakkuk was instructed to remind God’s covenant people 

that although He might seem to deliver them to their enemies, 

yet He will never forsake His true Church.  

The Lord refines the Church, often in the fires of 

tribulation, in order to burn away all of the dross of self-

reliance and self-worship. Let us therefore hold fast by faith, 

even in the darkest times of spiritual declension, knowing 

that the Lord, for the sake of Christ, will bring forth a Church 

more pure in its faith and worship than it was before. 

God’s people must trust in the Lord alone. 
(Habakkuk 2:15-20) 

 

God’s answer to Habakkuk concludes with a stark 

contrast between the worship that men invent for themselves 

and the worship of the true God. In pointing out the vanity of 

idols, it should be remembered that Judah was also guilty of 

this sin. God would in time demonstrate the futility of the 

gods of Babylonia, and in the process, He would show Israel 

the foolishness of their own false worship in order to draw 

them back to Himself.  

God declares, first, the plain stupidity of expecting 

spiritual benefit from what our own hands have made. By 

what reason do men expect that their own inventions will 

convey grace to them? There is no spiritual power in the 

inventions of men.  

Second, He shows that the inventions of men’s hands 

have nothing to teach. There is no knowledge or wisdom in 

them beyond that of the one who made them. Even worse, 
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man’s inventions in worship are “teachers of lies,” for they 

persuade men to trust in themselves rather than in God alone.  

Third, He pronounces the reason that man’s inventions 

are empty: it is because “there is no breath in them.” The 

word “breath” is the same word used for God’s Spirit. Only 

God’s Spirit can impart life and grace, and therefore only that 

worship which He has ordained has power to change lives.  

Finally, He declares the nature of true worship of the true 

God: “The Lord is in His holy temple. Let all the earth keep 

silence before Him.” Calvin writes: “silence is nothing else 

but submission: and we submit to God, when we bring not 

our own inventions and imaginations, but suffer ourselves to 

be taught by His word.”   

This is the pure worship which God desires to establish 

in His Church. 

 

God’s people must look to Him for true 
revival. (Habakkuk 3:1-19) 

 

The prophecy of Habakkuk closes with prayer and praise. 

Before proceeding to examine the content of this chapter, it 

deserves to be noticed that the third chapter of Habakkuk is 

obviously a sacred song, marked at the beginning and end 

with instructions apparently intended to give directions for its 

liturgical use among God’s people. Verse 1 gives it a title not 

unlike many of the selections found in the book of Psalms: 

“A prayer of Habakkuk the prophet, on Shigionoth.” Verse 

19 closes with a dedication similar to those associated with 

many of David’s Psalms: “To the Chief Musician. With my 

stringed instruments.” 

The question arises: What implications does the 

appearance of this song of Habakkuk have for those who 

advocate the exclusive use of the Psalms in the public 

worship of the church?  Why should this song be excluded 

from the Church’s hymnbook? Isn’t the song of Habakkuk 

evidence that we ought to compose new songs appropriate to 

express our spiritual experiences? 

Let me suggest the following to your consideration: 
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First, even if it were granted that the Song of Habakkuk, 

along with certain other songs found in Scripture outside of 

the Psalter, ought to be incorporated into the worship of the 

Church, this would not in any way authorize the composing 

of uninspired songs for the Church’s use today. Habakkuk 

was a divinely inspired prophet, and the song that he 

composed was therefore God-breathed. The most that could 

be established from the song of Habakkuk would be the 

permissibility of singing other inspired songs of found in 

Scripture, but outside of the book of Psalms. 

Second, it should be remembered that the prophecy of 

Habakkuk was written before the canon of the Old Testament 

was closed. That means that the song of Habakkuk was 

penned prior to the final arranging, under the 

superintendence of the Holy Spirit, of the Scriptures as they 

have come down to us. What significance does this have for 

the question at hand? Michael Bushell writes: “It is rather 

clear that the Psalms grew out of a liturgical milieu that was 

replete with music. An examination of the psalter itself bears 

this out. Though David apparently wrote most of the Psalms, 

many of them are either anonymous or attributed to other 

authors. The psalter is evidently composed of several earlier, 

shorter collections, which were gradually joined together to 

form larger units. The songs themselves cover a time span of 

almost a millennium, ranging from the time of Moses (Psalm 

90) to the period of the exile (Psalms 126 and 137). It cannot, 

of course, be maintained that none of the songs [recorded in 

the Old Testament outside of the psalter] were ever used in 

the Temple services during this time span. Some of them 

most certainly were so used, such as the song of Habakkuk 

and perhaps even the songs of Hannah and Hezekiah. But it is 

unreasonable to assume and unnecessary for our cause to 

prove, that every song ever sung in the Temple was 

eventually incorporated into the psalter, or even that every 

song ever sung in the Temple was inspired by God for that 

very purpose… Advocates of exclusive psalmody seem at 

times to be a little embarrassed by these songs… But the 

existence of these songs and their use in Old Testament 

worship is not a problem. Until the final collection and close 

of the Psalter along with the rest of the Old Testament canon, 
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probably during the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, the question 

of the exclusive use of any book of songs is out of place… 

We freely grant that some songs were sung in Old Testament 

worship which were not finally included in the psalter, just as 

we grant that Paul wrote some letters that functioned 

authoritatively in the Church but which were not finally 

included in the canon of Scripture as we now have it. The 

real question in both instances is one what authority these 

literary pieces were used in worship.” 

Third, the Song of Habakkuk, therefore, provides us with 

a clear example of an inspired song, which, for some reason, 

God did not see fit to incorporate into the final collection of 

Psalms that He gave to the Church when the Old Testament 

canon was closed. Habakkuk wrote and prophesied during 

the time when the Old Testament Scriptures were still, if you 

will, a work in progress. We have seen in previous studies 

that certain songs which appear elsewhere in Scripture are 

found again in the book of Psalms, while others are not 

duplicated in the final arrangement of that book. Why should 

this be so? The author of The True Psalmody provides a more 

than plausible answer to this question: 

 

“It is a fact that deserves particular notice, that some 

of the songs contained in the Book of Psalms, are found 

likewise in other parts of the Bible [in the context of their 

origin]. The 18
th
 psalm is found in the second book of 

Samuel, and the 96
th
, and parts of some other psalms, are 

found in the second book of Chronicles. Other songs, 

such as the song of Moses at the Red Sea, the song of 

Deborah and Barak, and others, found in different parts of 

the Bible, are not transferred to the book of Psalms. And 

the question naturally arises, Why is this distinction 

made? Why are some of those songs, which are found in 

other parts of the Bible, introduced likewise into the book 

of Psalms, while others have no place in that collection? I 

can conceive of no answer so satisfactory as this; that the 

book of Psalms being designed for permanent use in the 

worship of God, those songs have a place in this book, 

which, in the estimation of Infinite Wisdom, were best 

adapted to the edification of the church in all ages.” 
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In other words, the Bible records for us a number of 

songs which were composed by inspired writers in response 

to particular providential events. Some of those songs, by the 

sovereign choice of the Holy Spirit, were selected to be 

incorporated into the permanent praise book of the Church. 

These, we find repeated in the Psalter. Others, while of 

inestimable value as part of the inspired Word of God, were 

not included by God in the final collection of the Psalter, and 

are therefore not intended to be part of the Church’s 

permanent repertoire of praise songs. The point is that the 

choice was God’s, and He sovereignly decided what 

selections to group together in the only book in Scripture 

designed specifically to provide a catalogue of inspired 

worship songs for the Church. 

These things being said, let us turn our attention to the 

words of Habakkuk. God had revealed His sovereign 

purposes to the prophet, and now he cries with renewed hope 

for the Lord to revive His work in time and history. He now 

understands that this work of revival will involve the 

humbling of God’s people through affliction for their sins, 

yet he also knows that the Lord’s judgments are “for the 

salvation of Your people, with Your anointed.”  

In order for God’s glory to be manifested in the Church, 

every remnant of self-centeredness must be banished, and 

Christ alone must be seen at the heart of His people’s 

worship. The consideration of God’s righteous indignation 

against human presumption should produce a deep sense of 

fear and self-loathing, which leads to sincere submission to 

God alone.  

How different this is from the common view of revival, 

which sees man as the initiator of spiritual renewal, bringing 

about blessing through his own programs and efforts. 

Habakkuk came to understand that God brings revival 

through chastisement, that His people might learn to forsake 

all trust in the works of their own hands, and come humbly to 

God according to His own Word. He therefore confesses his 

faith, which transcends all circumstances, and purposes to 
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rejoice in the God of his salvation all the more when divine 

chastisements are evident around him.  

When the people of God at last learn to renounce all of 

their self-appointed means of seeking spiritual blessing, and 

confess with Habakkuk, “The Lord God is my strength,” He 

will lift His hand of rebuke and speed them forward in the 

advancement of His glory. Let this be our constant prayer, 

and our unfailing hope. “The Lord resists the proud, but gives 

grace to the humble.”  
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Chapter 36 
Worship in Zephaniah 

 

The prophet Zephaniah ministered during the reign of 

Josiah in Judah. Although great reforms were accomplished 

during the days of this good King, the people soon turned 

back to their own superstitious inventions. God therefore 

declared His purpose to bring judgment upon His rebellious 

people. Yet a remnant would be saved, and vengeance would 

fall upon the oppressors of Israel for their sake. All of this 

was God’s way of purging the land of every form of idolatry, 

so that pure worship might be restored.    

 

God calls us to labor for the reform of 
worship in spite of resistance.  
(Zephaniah 1:1-6; 2 Kings 23:1-28) 

 

Zephaniah ministered during the reign of Josiah, when 

sweeping reforms were accomplished throughout the land. 

These reforms, however, did not take root in the hearts of the 

people. It is possible for outward reformation to prevail, even 

while the hearts of most of God’s people remain hardened. 

We must learn from this the importance of praying for God to 

turn the hearts of the people back to himself, and not be 

satisfied merely with the reclaiming of the prescribed modes 

of worship.  

Yet we are also instructed here concerning the necessity 

for every true servant of God to do whatever is within his 

power to restore the pure worship of God to His Church. The 

results may not be immediately evident, but the Lord calls us 

to faithfulness. The consequences belong to Him alone. Thus 

Calvin writes: “But as Josiah could not attain his object, so 

as immediately to cleanse the land from these pollutions, we 

need not wonder that at this day we are not able immediately 

to remove superstitions from the world: but let us in the 

meantime ever proceed in our course. Let those endued with 

authority, who bear the sword, that is, all magistrates, 

perform their office with greater diligence, inasmuch as they 

see how difficult and protracted is the contest with the 
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ministers of idolatry. Let also the ministers of the gospel 

earnestly cry against idolatry, and all ungodly ceremonies, 

and not desist. Though they may not effect as much as they 

wish, yet let them follow the example of Josiah. If God should 

in the meantime thunder from heaven, let them not be 

discouraged, but, on the contrary, know that their labor is 

approved by him, and never doubt of their own safety; for 

though all were destroyed, their godly efforts would not be in 

vain, nor fail of a reward before God. Thus, then, ought all 

God’s servants to animate themselves, each in his particular 

sphere and vocation, whenever they have to contend with 

superstitions, and with such corruptions as vitiate and 

adulterate the pure worship of God.”  

 

Mixing human inventions with God’s 
commands is an offense to Him. 
(Zephaniah 1:7-18) 

 

Here Zephaniah rebukes the people for mixing together 

the true worship of God with the inventions of men. This is 

made clear when the Lord threatens judgment upon “Those 

who worship and swear oaths by the LORD, but who also 

swear by Milcom” (verse 5). Calvin’s comments are 

instructive:  

 

“They did not openly reject the worship of the true 

God, but formed such a mixture for themselves, that they 

joined to the true God their own idols, as we see to be the 

state of things at this day… It seems a sufficient excuse to 

foolish men that they retain the name of God; and they 

confidently boast that the true God is worshipped by them; 

and yet we see that they mix together with this worship 

many of the delusions of Satan; for… there is no end to 

their inventions… We here learn that God’s name was not 

then wholly obliterated, as though the world had openly 

fallen away from God… What then was it that the Prophet 

condemned?  That they were not content with what the law 

simply and plainly prescribed, but that they devised for 

themselves various and strange modes of worship; for 
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when men take to themselves such a liberty as this, they no 

longer worship the true God, how much soever they may 

pretend to do so, inasmuch as God repudiates all spurious 

modes of worship... He shows that all kinds of worship are 

abominable to him whenever men depart in any measure 

from his pure word… Whenever men run after their own 

inventions they depart from the true God; for they refuse to 

render to him what he principally requires, even 

obedience. But our Prophet speaks according to the 

common notions of men; for they pretended to be the true 

worshipers of God, while they still adhered to their own 

inventions… The Jews covered their abominations with the 

pretext that their purpose was to worship the God of 

Abraham: the Prophet does not simply deny this to be done 

by them, but declares that this worship was useless and 

disapproved by God; nay, he proceeds farther, and says 

that this worship, made up of various inventions, was an 

abominable corruption which God would punish; for he 

can by no means bear that there should be such an alliance 

— that idols should be substituted in his place, and that a 

part of his glory should be transferred to the inventions of 

men. We hence learn how greatly deceived they are, who 

think it enough, provided they depart not wholly from the 

worship of the only true God; for God allows and approves 

of no worship except when we attend to his voice, and turn 

not aside either to the left hand or to the right, but 

acquiesce only in what he has prescribed.”  

 

The name “Milcom” is also significant, because it 

literally means “king.” The people claimed to serve the Lord, 

and yet their mixing together of human inventions with His 

commands demonstrated that they had another king besides 

Him. Since the idol called “Milcom” was an empty vanity, 

the true “king” of their allegiance was their own imagination, 

which they had exalted over the true God. This is the nature 

of all invented worship: it evidences a divided loyalty. It is 

impossible to swear allegiance to the true God and, at the 

same time, to maintain our own forms of worship. 
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God will destroy the proud, but lift up the 
humble. (Zephaniah 2:1-15) 

 

The threatenings of the prophets are always tempered by 

a promise of safety and restoration to the faithful remnant. 

The second chapter of Zephaniah begins with such a promise. 

The nation is called to assemble in the face of their 

impending doom. They are called an “undesirable nation” 

because their corruptions had made them vile in the eyes of 

the Lord. He had been a faithful husband to them, but their 

spiritual adulteries had rendered them hateful in His sight.  

Yet not all of the people had followed this self-

destructive course in pursuing their own way. There were 

still among them some who were meek and humble, who had 

upheld His justice (verse 3). These faithful ones are now 

called to seek the Lord because “It may be that you will be 

hidden in the day of the Lord’s anger.”  

The remainder of the chapter outlines the comprehensive 

destruction that is about to overtake Jerusalem and all of the 

surrounding nations. Yet weaving its way through these grim 

predictions is a golden thread of hope for the remnant of 

God’s people (verses 7-10).  For their sake, the vengeance of 

the Almighty will overtake the very instruments of judgment 

that He uses to afflict the rebellious house of Judah.   

And what will be the end result? “The Lord will be 

awesome to them, for He will reduce to nothing all the gods 

of the earth; People shall worship Him, each one from his 

place, indeed all the shores of the nations” (verse 11). First, 

the Lord will sweep away the rebellious from among His own 

people, for judgment must begin at the house of God. This 

He accomplishes by giving them over into the hand of their 

enemies. Then, lest the enemies of the Lord claim that their 

victory proves that their gods are mightier than Jehovah, He 

will utterly destroy them. The spoils at last will fall into the 

hands of God’s faithful remnant, who have been sheltered by 

His mighty hand in the midst of these great desolations. They 

form the foundation upon which His pure worship is once 

again restored, not only among themselves, but among all of  
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the nations of the earth! This should be our constant hope and 

prayer as we seek the restoration of pure worship. 

 

False worship evidences a lack of trust in 
the Lord. (Zephaniah 3:1-7) 

 

God’s indictment against His wayward people is plainly 

stated at the beginning of the third chapter of Zephaniah. 

Both tables of the law had been spurned. The city was 

polluted by false worship and filled with oppression. The 

root cause of her spiritual decline is stated in these words: 

“She has not obeyed the voice” (verse 2).  

God’s word alone is to be the rule for His people. When 

Israel began to follow her own course, the Lord brought 

correction in order to reclaim her. Thus God said, “Surely 

you will fear Me, you will receive instruction.” Yet the 

people “rose early and corrupted all their deeds” (verse 7). 

Because of this God declares: “She has not trusted the Lord” 

(verse 2).  

There are some who argue that maintaining requirements 

for worship is an evidence of our lack of complete trust in the 

Lord. Specifically, they tell us that to maintain the principle 

that only those things are to be done in worship which God 

has prescribed in His word undermines trust in the finished 

work of Jesus Christ. His Priestly work, they say, and not our 

conformity to laws and regulations, is what makes our 

worship acceptable to God.  Therefore to uphold specific 

requirements for the activities of worship shows a lack of 

trust in Christ!  

There is a kernel of truth here: namely, that the finished 

work of Christ alone, and not our actions, renders worship 

acceptable to the Lord. But it does not follow from this that 

God lays no specific requirements upon His people as to how 

they are to draw near to Him. He requires obedience, not as a 

means of supplementing the work of Christ, but as an 

evidence of that complete trust in the Lord, and not in 

ourselves.  

Zephaniah plainly charges Israel with a lack of trust in 

God precisely because they had done violence to His law and 



Worship: From Genesis to Revelation 

 342

introduced their own inventions into His worship. Thus 

Calvin observes: “This also is the cause and origin of all 

superstitions; for if men felt assured that God alone is 

enough for them, they would not follow here and there their 

own inventions.”  

Obedience to the Word of the Lord does not indicate a 

lack of trust! Such thinking is the worst form of 

antinomianism. Perfect trust in Christ evidences itself in the 

abandonment of self-appointed worship, and the happy 

acquiescence of His people in that worship which He alone 

requires.  

 

God’s purpose in the gospel is to restore 
pure worship in His Church.  

(Zephaniah 3:8-17) 
 

The final verses of Zephaniah paint a grand portrait of 

God’s purpose to restore pure worship to His Church through 

the Gospel. His faithful remnant are urged to wait upon Him 

for the accomplishment of His purposes. His awesome 

judgments will not be in vain. His purpose for humbling the 

kingdoms of men is to take away their pride. His jealousy 

will break forth with burning fury against all who compete 

with Him for glory.  

But an awesome turning point emerges in verse 9, where 

God promises to “restore to the peoples a pure language.” 

This promise was fulfilled at Pentecost, through the 

preaching of the Gospel! And what was the purpose of this 

outpouring of grace? “That they may call on the name of the 

Lord, to serve Him with one accord.” The Gospel would bind 

all nations together – not so that each might worship God 

according to their own conceptions – but so that they might 

be united in the true worship of God according to His word! 

Thus He says, “You shall no longer be haughty in My holy 

mountain. I will leave in your midst a meek and humble 

people” (verses 11-12).  

The people of God will dwell securely, and rejoice with 

all of their hearts, because the true King of Israel (not 

Milcom) is in their midst! Freedom from fear is the direct 
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result of worshipping God according to His Word in Spirit 

and in Truth.  
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Chapter 37 
Worship in Haggai 

 

This book was written to encourage the remnant that had 

returned to the land after the Babylonian exile. Three 

particular sins with regard to the restoration of pure worship 

are addressed here in the context of the rebuilding of the 

temple, as the greater glory of New Covenant worship is laid 

before the people of God.      

 

Restoring the pure worship of God must be 
our first priority. (Haggai 1:1-11) 

 

When the word of the Lord came to Haggai, at least 

twenty years had passed since the people had returned from 

captivity. They had rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem, and had 

begun work on the Temple, but this work had been 

interrupted. In the meantime, the people had fallen into a 

careless attitude toward the worship of God. They made 

excuses for themselves, saying “The time has not come, that 

the Lord’s house should be built.”  

What were they waiting for? According to Haggai, they 

were distracted by their own affairs. They were more 

concerned with the building of their own paneled houses than 

they were with restoring the Lord’s house of worship, which 

was still in ruins! How easily our hearts are turned to selfish 

ends, while the worship of God is neglected and profaned. 

We ought to be most concerned with the restoring of pure 

worship in the Church. When we neglect God’s worship to 

pursue our own gratification, not only will our labors not be 

blessed, but we will find His hand set against us.   

The call of God through Haggai is to “Consider your 

ways!” Why is your life an endless pursuit of satisfaction that 

seems constantly out of reach? Why do you find yourself 

afflicted with trials? Have you made the glory and pleasure 

of God your priority, seeking first His kingdom and His 

righteousness? Or are you living life in pursuit of your own 

pleasure and glory? Are you building your own paneled 

house while the Lord’s house lies in ruins?  
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Calvin writes: “We also grow frigid in promoting the 

worship of God, whenever we are led to seek only our own 

advantages. We may also add, that as God’s temple is 

spiritual, our fault is the more atrocious when we become 

thus slothful; since God does not bid us to collect either 

wood, or stones, or cement, but to build a celestial temple, in 

which He may be truly worshipped.”   

The spiritual temple of God is built among us through the 

spiritual means of grace that have been given to us in Christ. 

The temple we are called to build is not physical – but pure 

and heavenly.  

I have heard this passage from Haggai used to condemn 

God’s people for not giving of their material resources for 

church building projects – for spending more money, time 

and energy on improving their own houses than they are 

willing to give toward the construction or renovation of the 

church building. This is a great misapplication of God’s 

word. The whole point of urging the people to commit 

themselves to the work of rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem 

was not that the building itself was important to God. Rather, 

it was that the restoration of the temple in Jerusalem 

represented the centrality of God’s pure appointed worship, 

which was as yet wrapped up in the outward shadows of the 

Old Testament system, but was designed to point the people 

to the heavenly realities of pure spiritual worship which 

would soon be revealed in Christ. 

It is the pursuit of God’s spiritual provisions – the word, 

prayer, the sacraments – and the fruit that they produce in us 

individually and corporately, that is pleasing and glorifying 

to God. When our focus is upon the outward circumstances – 

the building, the programs, and the countless innovations of 

men – we are really only building our own house, not the 

spiritual house of the Lord. When our own pursuits cause us 

to neglect the true spiritual temple of the Lord, He will 

chasten us in order to make us consider our ways.  

Why is the Church in our own day seemingly spinning its 

wheels? Why is it sowing but not reaping? Why is it earning 

money to be put in bags filled with holes? Why is it 

languishing under a famine – not of food, but of the word of 

God? Is it not because the people of God are neglecting the 
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true spiritual worship of the heavenly temple in favor of 

building fine paneled houses and decorating them according 

to their own desires? God’s house is in ruins! The Church of 

Jesus Christ is far from the spiritual house of worship which 

He designed! It is high time for the people to God to consider 

their ways and commit themselves to building the Church 

according to God’s blueprint!  

 

A  heart of obedience is the gift of God.  

(Haggai 1:12-15) 

 

In contrast to the stiff-necked resistance of the people 

prior to the captivity, we find the remnant responsive to the 

word of the Lord through Haggai. Still, there was an interval 

of twenty-four days from the time that the rebuke was given 

until obedience was put into practice. Calvin perceptively 

observes: “We know what usually happens when a word is 

addressed indiscriminately to all the people; they wait for 

one another.”  

We ought to be instant in obedience to God’s commands, 

and yet often we hesitate. In order to overcome the natural 

sluggishness of the people, the Lord gave them several 

important helps. First, there was the prophet Haggai. God 

gives the ministry of the word to His Church in order to 

convince, rebuke and exhort His people to obedience and 

faith. Second, there were Zerubbabel and Joshua, the 

governor and priest of the people, who set an example of 

obedience. Godly leaders, who are willing to obey God’s 

word personally, and then lead the people on the path of 

obedience, are a gift of God. Third, there is the promise of 

God, Who assured the people through His prophet, “I am 

with you.” This ought to be a  most powerful motive to 

obedience. When Jesus gave the Great Commission to His 

disciples, His final word of encouragement to them was this: 

“Behold, I am with you always.” Finally, there is the direct 

influence of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of the people and 

their leaders (vs. 14).  We are reminded of the exhortation of 

Paul when he wrote: “work out your salvation with fear and 
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trembling, for it is God who works in you both to will and to 

do for His good pleasure” (Phil. 2:12-13).  

Thus Calvin writes: “God does not form new souls in us, 

when he draws us to his service; but changes what is wrong 

in us; for we should never be attentive to his word, were he 

not to open our ears; and there would be no inclination to 

obey, were he not to turn our hearts; in a word, both will and 

effort would immediately fail in us, were he not to add his gift 

of perseverance.”  

And what was the result of God’s work in His people? 

“And they came and worked on the house of the Lord of 

hosts, their God” (verse 14). The inward work of the Spirit, 

joined with the outward influences that God has given to us, 

stir us to a particular zeal for the glory of God in the 

assembly of His saints. A true measure of the work of the 

Spirit in you is the zeal that you have to obey the voice of the 

Lord and to give yourself to the restoring of His true worship 

that He may be glorified as He deserves.  

 

The Lord’s people must not be discouraged 
by outward appearances. (Haggai 2:1-9) 

 

The book of Haggai opens with a rebuke to the remnant 

for neglecting the glory of the Lord while pursuing their own 

comfort and prosperity. By God’s grace their hearts were 

moved to repentance and they set themselves to the work of 

building the temple. It was not long, however – a mere eight 

days – before their sense of purpose was undermined by 

discouragement, the source of which was an outward 

comparison between the former temple and the temple-under-

construction. Those who were old enough to remember the 

surpassing beauty of Solomon’s temple saw the results of 

their labors as nothing.  

Calvin’s applications of this passage are penetrating and 

convicting: “When our minds are disposed to piety, Satan is 

ever to be feared, lest he should stealthily suggest to us what 

may turn us aside from our duty; for we see that some leave 

the church because they require in it the highest perfection. 

They are indignant at vices which they deem intolerable, 
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when they cannot be corrected: and thus, under the pretext of 

zeal, they separate themselves and seek to form for 

themselves a new world, in which there is to be a perfect 

church… So also there are many proud men who despise the 

church of God, because it shines not forth among them in 

great pomp; and they think that God does not dwell in the 

midst of us, because we are obscure and of no great 

importance, and also because they regard our few number 

with contempt…  The best way of caution is to regard what 

God commands, and so to rely on his promises as to proceed 

steadily in our course, though the accomplishment of the 

promises does not immediately correspond with our desires; 

for God designedly keeps us in suspense in order to try our 

faith. Though then he may not as yet fulfill what he has 

promised, let it yet be our course to attempt nothing rashly, 

while we are obeying his command. It will then be our chief 

wisdom, by which we may escape all the crafts of Satan, 

simply to obey God’s word, and to exercise our hope so as 

patiently to wait the seasonable time, when he will fulfill 

what he now promises.”  

It is to the promise of God that “the glory of the latter 

temple will be greater than the former” that Haggai directs 

the people. To their view, this “greater glory” was not 

apparent. This is because they were looking in the wrong 

place. The glory of the “latter temple” was to be the spiritual 

glory of Christ and His word, shining forth in fullness with 

all of the outward elements having been taken out of the way 

– it was never God’s intention to rebuild Solomon’s temple 

as it had been before. The prophecies concerning the 

rebuilding of the temple after the exile refer to the 

establishment of the New Covenant temple in Christ. 

The glory of worship in the Church of Christ is not 

established by outward means. In fact, outward elements not 

given by God to the Church merely obscure the true glory of 

Christ as He is held forth in His word. Here is a remedy for 

discouragement and a safeguard against man-made worship. 

Do not be discouraged by the lack of outward pomp or 

beauty in the circumstances of the Church. Do not seek to 

establish the glory of the Church on the false foundation of 

external means. The glory of the “latter temple” is the glory 
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of Christ, the living Word, in the midst of the assembly, 

unobscured by the frivolous clutter of man-made inventions. 

 

The restoration of pure worship depends 
upon God’s faithfulness. (Haggai 2:10-19) 

 

This passage is marked by another time indicator which 

shows the progression of messages that the Lord sent to the 

remnant through Haggai at times when various sins 

threatened to choke out the work of rebuilding the temple. 

The first sin had been their selfish obsession with their own 

material comforts to the neglect of God’s worship. The 

second was their lack of trust in God’s promises, evidenced 

by their discouragement with the new temple compared to the 

old, which exposed their ignorance of the spiritual nature of 

God’s worship.  

Nearly two months had passed since Haggai’s last 

recorded message. We may assume that the work of 

rebuilding the temple was proceeding steadily. It now seems 

that the people were being puffed up with their good 

progress, and needed a reminder from the Lord that the glory 

of the temple and its worship was not derived from them. 

Calvin writes: “He has been hitherto exhorting the people to 

build the Temple; he now exhorts them to build from a pure 

motive, and not to think that they had done everything when 

the Temple assumed a fine appearance before the eyes of 

men, for God required something else. Hence, I have no 

doubt but that the Prophet intended here to raise up the 

minds of the people to the spiritual worship of God.”  

As the work progressed, the people were tempted to take 

pride in the structure, and even to take credit for transforming 

ordinary materials into a holy thing. See how the creeping 

pride of the human heart persists in turning the pure and 

spiritual worship of God into a showcase for self-expression! 

As a remedy for this, God reminds them of two important 

principles of worship. First, that the touch of man, who is 

unclean, does not make worship acceptable to God. “Thus 

says the LORD of hosts: ‘Now, ask the priests concerning the 

law, saying, ‘If one carries holy meat in the fold of his 
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garment, and with the edge he touches bread or stew, wine or 

oil, or any food, will it become holy?’ Then the priests 

answered and said, “No” (vss. 11-12). Second, that the touch 

of man actually corrupts, or renders unclean, whatever he 

offers to God. “And Haggai said, ‘If one who is unclean 

because of a dead body touches any of these, will it be 

unclean?’ So the priests answered and said, ‘It shall be 

unclean’” (vs. 13). 

And what was the point of these two cryptic questions? 

Haggai gives us the answer in verse 14 – “So is this people, 

and so is this nation before Me,’ says the LORD, ‘and so is 

every work of their hands; and what they offer there is 

unclean.’” 

The prophet then exhorts the people to consider “from 

this day forward” that they were a sinful people whose 

history showed the results of trusting themselves, and also, 

that God alone was the source of blessing and holiness to 

them, and not the work of their hands. 

 

Pure worship in the Church points to 
Christ. (Haggai 2:20-25) 

 

The final word of the Lord through Haggai is addressed 

to Zerubbabel, the governor of Judah. Even through the 

period of exile and captivity, God had maintained a ruler 

among His chosen people from the family of David. His 

covenant promise had declared that the scepter would not 

depart from Judah until the coming of the promised 

Redeemer. This covenant faithfulness is highlighted in the 

genealogy of Christ recorded in Matthew’s Gospel: “And 

after they were brought to Babylon, Jeconiah begot Shealtiel, 

and Shealtiel begot Zerubbabel. Zerubbabel begot Abiud, 

Abiud begot Eliakim, and Eliakim begot Azor. Azor begot 

Zadok, Zadok begot Achim, and Achim begot Eliud. Eliud 

begot Eleazar, Eleazar begot Matthan, and Matthan begot 

Jacob. And Jacob begot Joseph the husband of Mary, of 

whom was born Jesus who is called Christ” (Matthew 1:12-

15). God’s faithfulness to His covenant of redemption is at 

the heart of this passage, and of the restoration of worship 
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that is established through Christ. Calvin thus confidently 

declares, “There is no doubt but he points out Christ in the 

person of Zerubbabel.”  

God then speaks of shaking heaven and earth, indicating 

that the establishment of Christ’s kingdom would usher in a 

dramatic transition such as the world had never seen. The old 

would give way before the new; the outward before the 

inward; the physical before the spiritual; the shadows before 

the realities. Not only this, but the “strength of the Gentile 

kingdoms” would be destroyed. Formerly, these kingdoms 

had prevailed over God’s people, not only by armies, but also 

by tempting them into false and vain forms of worship. Yet 

now the promise is given that in Christ the power of the 

nations would be overthrown. This would take place through 

implosion, as every man fell “by the sword of his brother.”  

There is more than a hint of reference here to the 

downfall of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. This will become even 

more explicit in the prophecy of Zechariah, which is to 

follow. “In that day,” declares the Lord, Zerubbabel (i.e., 

Christ) will be like a signet ring, the royal seal guaranteeing 

the promised blessings of the King and authenticating His 

covenant word.  

This is the context for all that has preceded. The call to 

make God’s holy worship our priority – to press on in 

obedience without discouragement, entrusting the results to 

God – and to acknowledge that God, and not man, is the true 

source of holiness and blessing in worship – were all 

designed to govern the worship of God’s restored remnant, 

the Church of Jesus Christ. His spiritual worship would hold 

forth a glory, pure and spiritual, which would far outshine 

that of the earthly temple with all of its outward splendor. 
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Chapter 38 

Worship in Zechariah 
 

This post-exilic prophecy is filled with images depicting 

the future glory of the Church under the reign of the Messiah. 

Its purpose was to lift the eyes of the remnant toward the 

fulfillment of God’s promise to rebuild the temple, not as a 

physical place of worship, but as a spiritual house of worship 

for all nations. Christ is held forth here as the architect and 

ruler of true worship, which is for His glory alone.      

 

God calls the Church to reform its worship. 
(Zechariah 1:1-6) 

 

Zechariah prophesied during the same period as Haggai 

and Malachi. These men were raised up to bring God’s word 

to the remnant that had returned to Jerusalem after the 

captivity. Their message concerns the purpose of God to 

establish His Church and rebuild His glorious temple. Yet it 

is not the outward glory of Solomon’s temple that the Lord 

has in mind, but rather the surpassing glory of the spiritual 

temple that will be built by Christ.  

It was the desire of the people to rebuild an earthly 

temple comparable to the one that had been destroyed that 

led to their discouragement. The returned remnant was, in a 

word, walking by sight rather than by faith. Because outward 

glory they had hoped for was not immediately evident, they 

began to doubt God’s promises, as we saw in the book of 

Haggai. 

The prophecy of Zechariah therefore begins with a 

reminder to the people of the sins of their fathers, whose 

focus was on outward appearances rather than inward 

obedience. The remnant is exhorted not to be like their 

fathers, who refused to hear the word of the Lord through His 

prophets and reform their ways accordingly. The children 

were falling into the same trap, fixing their hopes upon the 

physical temple and missing God’s promise of a better and 

more spiritual worship.  
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The focus of God’s judgments upon Israel and Judah had 

been their steadfast refusal to hear and heed His word.  Had 

they been attentive to His word, they would have perceived 

the spiritual truth that lay hidden in the instituted ceremonies 

of the temple. Instead, they sought to establish their own 

ways of approaching God and distorted the beautiful 

illustration of Christ and His work that God had graciously 

given to them. 

Zechariah cites Lamentations in order to remind the 

remnant that their fathers finally perceived that they had 

received the just punishment of God according to their deeds. 

Now the remnant were in danger of falling into the very same 

sins for which their fathers had been sent into captivity, by 

fixing their thoughts upon outward things, rather than turning 

their hearts to God’s words and God’s statutes.  

The truth was that the earthly temple would never regain 

its former splendor. All attempts to restore its physical beauty 

missed the point. God’s purpose in Christ was to replace the 

earthly temple with the true spiritual worship of His Church 

in the heavenly Temple. Thus, the rebuilding of the temple in 

Jerusalem after the captivity was nothing more than a 

reminder of this ultimate purpose. In that sense, the rebuilt 

temple was a shadow of a shadow. The hearts of the people 

were not to be focused there, but rather upon the promised 

fulfillment to come in Christ.   

The sins of the fathers are therefore recounted in order to 

stir up the remnant to genuine obedience to the words and 

statutes of God, for this is and always was the true glory of 

the Church – not the outward ceremonies. Reformation of the 

Church’s worship is not accomplished by outward means, but 

by the power of God’s Word in the hearts and lives of His 

people. 

The Reformers understood that the glory of New 

Covenant worship was in its simplicity. Stripped of all the 

outward rites and activities of the Old economy, the solemn 

and joyful worship of the early disciples who gathered 

together to listen to the apostles’ teaching, to break bread, to 

give aid to the poor, and to pray, was more glorious than the 

temple worship had ever been because Christ, the reality, was 

present with His people in and through His word.  
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Likewise, the Reformers understood that the introduction 

into New Covenant worship of human inventions of any kind 

– whether man-written hymns, musical instruments and 

performances, false sacraments, special clothing for the 

ministers, or even gaudy decorations for the meeting place – 

only served to obscure the pure spiritual glory of New 

Covenant worship and represented a return to the “weak and 

beggarly elements” of the Old Covenant. The worship of the 

New Testament era, they rightly contended, was free from all 

such physical elements which were necessary for the “church 

under-age,” but are contrary to the spirit of Christian 

worship. 

For the New Testament Church, the temple is in heaven 

and we are drawn into the spiritual presence of God through 

Christ when we gather together in His name. Thus, to 

incorporate various physical elements into the Church’s 

worship – whether resurrecting dead Old Covenant 

ceremonies in a different form or, worse, inventing new 

elements that have no warrant in the Scriptures at all, either 

by command or approved example – is to fall into the sin that 

so characterized Israel, both before and after the captivity: 

namely, to imagine that we draw near to God through the 

works of our hands. 

 

God restores the Church through Christ, 
the Kingly Priest. (Zechariah 1:7 - 6:8) 

 

This section of Zechariah relates a series of visions 

which the prophet saw in one night. Eight distinct visions are 

recorded here, each designed to encourage God’s people 

concerning His certain purpose to establish Zion and restore 

the glory of the Church through Christ. The visions lead us 

through the restoration of Jerusalem to the establishment of 

the New Covenant Church under the Lord Jesus, who is 

depicted here as “the Branch” who will remove the iniquity 

of the land in one day, and restore holiness and obedience to 

the people of God.  
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The vision of the horses (1:7-17)  

 

This vision revealed God’s purpose to judge the nations 

who had destroyed Jerusalem and now dwelt at ease. God 

had not forgotten His chosen people, nor His promise to 

build His house among them. Those whom God raises up as 

rods to chastise His children will themselves be judged for 

the self-serving spirit with which they pursue His people. 

There is tremendous comfort here for the people of God, 

knowing that while He sometimes permits their enemies to 

overwhelm them in punishment for their sins, yet He will not 

allow the enemies of righteousness to prevail. His covenant 

love will always result in the restoration of His Church for 

the glory of Christ. 

 

The vision of the horns (1:18-21)  

 

This vision was designed to ensure the remnant that the 

enemies who scattered them would not have the final word. 

The fours horns (God’s enemies) would be cast out by four 

craftsmen/builders (which some suppose to refer to 

Zerubabbel, Joshua, Ezra and Nehemiah) and the Lord would 

continue to build His Church. There may also be a veiled 

reference here to the four evangelists (Matthew, Mark, Luke 

and John) as representative of the work of the Apostles in 

laying the foundation for the New Covenant Church. “Now, 

therefore, you are no longer strangers and foreigners, but 

fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household 

of God, having been built on the foundation of the apostles 

and prophets, Jesus Christ Himself being the chief 

cornerstone, in whom the whole building, being joined 

together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord, in whom you 

also are being built together for a dwelling place of God in 

the Spirit” (Ephesians 2:19-22). 

 

The vision of the measuring line (2:1-13)  

 

This vision revealed God’s purpose to restore Jerusalem 

beyond its former glory. Yet notice the key features of the 
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city which indicate that it is not physical Jerusalem that 

Zechariah has in mind, but the spiritual city, the Heavenly 

Jerusalem, that will be established through Christ. 

 

1. It would be a town without walls, surrounded by 

God’s power and filled with His glory.  

 

2. The blessings of God would engulf many nations, so 

that Jerusalem would become a figure for His world-wide 

Church united in the worship of the Lord. 

 

3. Verse 7 is reminiscent of Jesus’ warning to His 

disciples in Matthew 24. 

 

4. Note, too, the similarity to John’s vision of the 

heavenly city in Revelation 21:14-22. 

 

The vision of the High Priest (3:1-10)  

 

This vision depicts the purification of the priesthood in 

the person of Joshua, who is made victorious over Satan’s 

attempts to destroy him. This vision also has echoes of 

John’s revelation: “And another sign appeared in heaven: 

behold, a great, fiery red dragon having seven heads and ten 

horns, and seven diadems on his heads. His tail drew a third 

of the stars of heaven and threw them to the earth. And the 

dragon stood before the woman who was ready to give birth, 

to devour her Child as soon as it was born. She bore a male 

Child who was to rule all nations with a rod of iron. And her 

Child was caught up to God and His throne” (Revelation 

12:3-5). 

There is an anticipation of Christ here (Jesus=Joshua), as 

well as a reminder that His appearance would cleanse the 

Church and restore her to the path of obedience to God’s 

commands. He would become the true Priest – the Great 

High Priest – who would purify His Church and clothe her 

with pure, white garments. 
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The vision of the lampstand and olive trees (4:1-14)  

 

This vision reveals the power of God’s Spirit which will 

establish His Kingdom by grace. The advent of the 

Priest/King is set forth here in the references to Zerubabbel 

and Joshua, the “two sons of oil” (anointed ones), whose 

work, though small and despised, would ultimately be 

fulfilled by Christ. The people are thus encouraged not to 

“despise the day of small things” but to fix their hope on the 

promise of Messiah who would finish the work of restoration 

and build the true temple. “Jesus answered and said to them, 

‘Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.’ 

Then the Jews said, ‘It has taken forty-six years to build this 

temple, and will You raise it up in three days?’ But He was 

speaking of the temple of His body.” (John 2:19-21). 

 

The vision of the flying scroll (5:1-4)  

 

This vision represents the restoration of God’s law, as 

summarized in the two tables of Moses, which would purge 

the Church of ungodliness and lawlessness. The editors of 

the New Geneva Study Bible give the following explanation 

of the flying scroll: “The curse was probably not directed at 

just two sins, but these are representative of the iniquity of 

the whole land. False swearing violates the third 

commandment (Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy 

God in vain) and the first table of the law (one’s duty to 

God). Theft violates the eighth commandment found in the 

second table of the law (one’s duty to neighbor). The Ten 

Commandments summarize the whole moral law and are a 

revelation of God’s own character.” 

Once more Zechariah’s prophecy corresponds to John’s 

vision in Revelation: “And I saw in the right hand of Him 

who sat on the throne a scroll written inside and on the back, 

sealed with seven seals. Then I saw a strong angel 

proclaiming with a loud voice, ‘Who is worthy to open the 

scroll and to loose its seals?’ And no one in heaven or on the 

earth or under the earth was able to open the scroll, or to look 

at it.  So I wept much, because no one was found worthy to 
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open and read the scroll, or to look at it.  But one of the 

elders said to me, ‘Do not weep. Behold, the Lion of the tribe 

of Judah, the Root of David, has prevailed to open the scroll 

and to loose its seven seals.’ And I looked, and behold, in the 

midst of the throne and of the four living creatures, and in the 

midst of the elders, stood a Lamb as though it had been slain, 

having seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven 

Spirits of God sent out into all the earth.  Then He came and 

took the scroll out of the right hand of Him who sat on the 

throne.  Now when He had taken the scroll, the four living 

creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the 

Lamb, each having a harp, and golden bowls full of incense, 

which are the prayers of the saints.  And they sang a new 

song, saying: ‘You are worthy to take the scroll, And to open 

its seals; For You were slain, And have redeemed us to God 

by Your blood Out of every tribe and tongue and people and 

nation, And have made us kings and priests to our God; And 

we shall reign on the earth’” (Revelation 5:1-10). 

The standard of righteousness under Christ remains the 

same.  

 

The vision of the woman in the basket (5:5-11)  

 

This vision depicts the binding and removal of 

wickedness, personified as a wayward woman. She will have 

a house of her own in Shinar (Babylon), but her influence 

will be greatly diminished.  

 

The vision of the four chariots (6:1-8)  

 

This vision reveals the comprehensive nature of God’s 

purpose to cover the earth with His glory through His Spirit. 

The totality of these visions points us to Christ, who delivers, 

gathers, purifies, governs, builds, disciplines, and establishes 

His Church for His glory alone. 
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The Church is the Temple of the Lord, built 
for the glory of Christ. (Zechariah 6:9-15) 

 

Following the eight night visions, Zechariah records a 

coronation ceremony which he was commanded to preside 

over by the Lord. There are several important features of this 

ceremony which serve to emphasize the fact that the “temple 

of the Lord” with which God was chiefly concerned was the 

spiritual temple of the Church of Christ.  

Some captives had returned from Babylon bearing gifts 

of silver and gold. They had heard of the work being done on 

the temple in Jerusalem, and desired to contribute to the 

project. Zechariah is commanded to receive their gifts, but he 

is not to use them as the givers intended. Instead, he is 

ordered to take the silver and gold and make an elaborate 

crown, and set it on the head – not of Zerubbabel the 

governor of Judah – but of Joshua, the high priest!  

What was the significance of this? Once more, the Lord 

was teaching the remnant that His promise to rebuild the 

temple was to be fulfilled through the work of Christ, “the 

man whose name is BRANCH.” In Jesus Christ the offices of 

Priest and King would be joined in One Person (along with 

the office of Prophet).  Matthew Henry writes: “As Joshua 

was an active useful instrument in building the temple, so the 

man, the branch, shall be the master-builder, the sole builder 

of the spiritual temple, the gospel-church. He shall build the 

temple of the Lord; He shall grow up and do good, to be an 

instrument of God’s glory and a great blessing to mankind. 

The gospel-church is the temple of the Lord, a spiritual house 

(1 Pet. 2:5), a holy temple (Eph. 2:21). In the temple God 

made discoveries of Himself to His people, and there He 

received the service and homage of His people; so, in the 

gospel-church, the light of divine revelation shines by the 

Word, and the spiritual sacrifices of prayer and praise are 

offered.”  

Concerning Christ and the temple of the New Covenant 

Church, the Lord says, “He shall build the temple of the 

Lord. He shall bear the glory, and shall sit and rule on His 

throne; so He shall be a priest on His throne, and the counsel 
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of peace shall be between them both” (vs. 13). Here we are 

taught that the Church of Jesus Christ is structured according 

to His will alone, built by His power alone, and exists for His 

glory alone. Because He is its ruler, nothing is to be done in 

His temple without His authoritative command. Because He 

is its priest, His activities alone make the worshippers 

acceptable before God. Thus all of the outward ceremonies of 

the old temple give way to the spiritual worship of the New 

Temple, for those who “diligently obey the voice of the 

Lord.”   

 

Christ will restore spiritual worship to the 
Church. (Zechariah 7:1 - 11:17) 

 

This section of Zechariah centers around God’s response 

to a question posed to the priests by the people concerning 

whether or not they should continue to observe the semi-

annual fasts of mourning which had regularly been kept 

during their seventy years of captivity. God’s response makes 

it immediately clear that they had once again missed the 

point. They were still presuming that God would be pleased 

with their outward religious acts, when in fact they were only 

serving themselves through these rituals. What God required 

of them was not ritual, but obedience.  

Zechariah proceeds in chapters 8-10 to unfold the nature 

and extent of the spiritual blessings that will come when 

Christ accomplishes the redemption of His people. These 

blessings are described in terms of the building of the temple 

– which again refers to the spiritual house where God is 

worshipped “in truth and righteousness.” This spiritual 

temple will be a place of worship for all peoples, and the 

coming King will destroy the power of her enemies. Yet this 

King will not come in military splendor. “He is just and 

having salvation, lowly and riding on a donkey.”  

The glory of the spiritual kingdom of Christ will surpass 

the external glory of the Old Testament theocracy and the 

rituals of the earthly temple. It will be simple and 

unassuming, leaving no room for the pride of men or its 

inevitable expression in idolatrous worship. Yet these great 
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and precious promises are followed by a fearful prediction of 

the desolation of Jerusalem. The focus of the remnant until 

the time of Christ would not be upon His kingdom, but upon 

their own. Instead of focusing on the promise of the spiritual 

temple, they would put their trust in the earthly temple, the 

work of their own hands.  

Thus, the Lord declares, “their glory will be in ruins” – 

their house would be left to them desolate – their wicked 

shepherds would lead them to sell the Messiah for thirty 

pieces of silver (compare Zechariah 11:12-13 with Matthew 

27:3-7).  

Yet even this final act of shortsightedness would lay the 

foundation for the surpassing glories of the spiritual temple 

of the gospel-church.  The prophecy of Zechariah 11:17, 

which pronounces a curse upon the “worthless shepherd” 

(i.e., the corrupt leaders of Israel), found its fulfillment in the 

spiritual blindness of Israel. Yet that blindness would prove 

to be a means of blessing to the nations. “For I do not desire, 

brethren, that you should be ignorant of this mystery, lest you 

should be wise in your own opinion, that blindness in part 

has happened to Israel until the fullness of the Gentiles has 

come in” (Romans 11:25). 

 

The New Jerusalem will be a house of 
worship for all nations.  

(Zechariah 12:1 - 14:21) 
 

The closing chapters of Zechariah predict the blessings 

that will flow to the Church after the exaltation of Christ in 

His kingdom. This exaltation would be manifested in the 

siege of Jerusalem, which took place in 70 A.D. and is here 

foretold: “Behold, I will make Jerusalem a cup of 

drunkenness to all the surrounding peoples, when they lay 

siege against Judah and Jerusalem” (Zechariah 12:2). In order 

for the spiritual temple (the true Church) to shine forth in 

glory, the false temple of unbelieving Israel first had to be 

swept away.  

The prophet then speaks of a fountain being opened to 

wash away sin and uncleanness. The marks of the New 
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Covenant Church are then described, that we might know 

what ought to characterize the Bride of Christ in our day. 

First, there is the restoration of pure worship through the 

cutting off of all idolatry and superstition. Second, there is 

the true preaching of the Word and the rejection of false 

doctrine. Third, there is the exercise of faithful discipline, 

described here as “the wounds of friends.”  

The circumstances of the rejection of Christ and the 

ensuing judgment upon His persecutors and murderers are 

then described in terms of the Lord’s purpose to test, refine, 

and purify His Church, resulting in the true fulfillment of all 

of His promises to rebuild the temple. The attackers of 

Jerusalem (the Romans) will also be consumed, and those 

who are left will be overwhelmed with awe and become true 

worshippers of the Lord. Thus would Christ build His temple 

– His Church – and draw all nations to Himself, restoring the 

pure worship of God in Spirit and in truth.  
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Chapter 39 

Worship in Malachi 
 

This is not only the last book of the Old Testament, but 

also marks the end of prophecy in Israel until the time of 

Christ. The people having returned from exile soon returned 

to the sins of their fathers and fell once more into contempt 

for the pure worship of God. Thus it becomes clear that the 

prophecies regarding the restoration of the temple and its 

pure worship were to be fulfilled, not in the rebellious nation 

of Israel, but in the spiritual seed of Abraham through Jesus 

Christ.      

 

God preserves His Church through 
sovereign election. (Malachi 1:1-5) 

 

Malachi was the last prophet of the Old Testament era. 

After him came more than four hundred years of silence as 

the people of Israel awaited the promised Messiah. The 

remnant had returned to Jerusalem, but soon fell back into 

the sins of their fathers. By this it was evident that the 

promises of God regarding the restoration of Jerusalem and 

the rebuilding of the temple awaited a future fulfillment – not 

physical but spiritual. As a final testimony against the 

recalcitrant remnant, the Lord sent Malachi, whose name 

means “My angel,” to lay the sins of the people before them, 

call them to repentance, and point them to the Coming One, 

who would purify the temple and its true worshippers.  

The word of the Lord through Malachi begins with a 

declaration of God’s love toward Israel, which was the result 

of His gracious election, and not anything worthy within 

themselves. Amazingly, God’s declaration of His covenant 

love toward Israel is met with the ungrateful reply, “In what 

way have you loved us?” Focusing on their present 

circumstances – the pitiful remnant of a once-prosperous and 

glorious nation – they seem to have forgotten how fully they 

had deserved God’s judgments and instead turned to 

doubting His covenant love toward them.  
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What a testament to the utter wickedness of man’s heart 

that, reduced to bitter straits through the just punishments of 

God for his own rebellion, he proceeds to charge God with a 

lack of love! Is an indulgent father more loving than the one 

who faithfully chastises his children? Only a rebellious son 

would answer in the affirmative.  

The purpose of God in thus beginning his rebuke of the 

remnant was not only to show them their gross ingratitude, 

but also to remind them that they were the objects of Divine 

mercy by gratuitous election – only because God was pleased 

to choose them, though they were every bit as deserving of 

condemnation as the descendants of Esau. The Edomites had 

also been devastated by invading enemies, but their attempts 

to rebuild their cities would be thwarted by God because they 

were His enemies. Israel, on the other hand, was the object of 

special favor, not because they were more deserving, but 

because God had purposed in love to cover their sin and to 

establish His Church through the seed of Abraham according 

to promise.  

The worship of the Church is rooted in her understanding 

of God’s free and unmerited grace in election. “For we are 

His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 

which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in 

them” (Ephesians 2:10). The object of the Church’s worship 

is not to demand from God evidence of His love for us, but to 

humbly and obediently offer to Him the praise and honor that 

He deserves, not only as Creator, but also as the Redeemer of 

His elect.  

 

God requires pure worship from a sincere 
heart. (Malachi 1:6-14) 

 

There is an interesting and effective pattern of 

argumentation evident throughout the book of Malachi. First, 

the Lord charges the people with a particular sin. Next, He 

quotes their incredulous denial of the charges (“In what way 

have we done so-and-so?”).  Finally, He spells out for them 

exactly how they have transgressed in that particular area. 

This pattern makes it plain that God’s judgment cannot be 



Chapter 39 – Worship in Malachi  

 367 

evaded, but also that a sinful people are usually blind to their 

own transgressions.  

The Church is often found defiling God’s name and 

corrupting His worship, yet when confronted with her sin she 

replies, “In what way have we done this?” We must learn 

from this to acknowledge the natural blindness of our own 

perceptions regarding what is pleasing to God, and determine 

to seek His Word alone for direction in worship.  

The specific sin the Lord urges against the people in this 

passage is despising His name by defiling His worship. Can 

you hear the anticipated response of those who might be the 

objects of this charge today? “In what way have we defiled 

your worship?” The evidence of their transgression was that 

they showed contempt for God’s appointed worship by 

bringing deformed and imperfect offerings and denying that 

this was evil.  The fact that they would not offer less than the 

best to their governor, but thought nothing of presenting to 

God what was blemished testified to their low esteem for the 

courts of the Lord’s house.  

And shall we today offer to the Lord that which we know 

to be blemished and imperfect – the works of our own hands 

tainted by sin? Shall we offer Him songs of praise written by 

men which we know to be tainted and blemished while 

withholding from Him those inspired songs which we know 

to be perfect by virtue of their divine composition? Shall we 

insist, as the Israelites did, that it is not evil to give God less 

than the best?  

God expressly declares through Malachi that while the 

people persist in offering Him that which is blemished He 

will not accept them favorably. In fact, He says that it would 

be better to shut the doors of the temple to keep on defiling 

the name of God by vain offerings!  

Now some would argue that the application of these 

things to New Covenant worship is not valid, since God was 

concerned with proper sacrifices then, but only desires 

sincere spiritual worship today. But it is false to say that God 

was ever pleased by sacrifices. Rather, He was pleased by the 

right observance of the spiritual truth behind the sacrifices, 

which was evidenced by humble obedience. Regarding this 
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principle nothing has changed, though certain ceremonial 

elements have been taken away through Christ’s fulfillment.  

Thus God speaks of the pure spiritual worship of the 

Gentiles under Christ as though they conformed to the 

ceremonial law (see vs. 11). This “pure offering” is the 

“sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of our lips, giving 

thanks to His name.” God still deserves the best, and the best 

is still that which He has provided for the Church and 

prescribed for her worship. 

 

The worship that pleases God is obedience 
to His law. (Malachi 2:1-17) 

 

The second chapter of Malachi centers around two divine 

institutions whose corruption was symptomatic of the 

spiritual decline of the remnant of Israel. The first part of the 

chapter is directed to the priests, who represented the 

institution of the Church. God informs them that their 

blessings are cursed because they did not take His 

commandment to heart, but continued to profane His 

worship. The spiritual leaders of the people ought to be men 

of knowledge, truth, and uprightness for God has installed 

them to communicate His covenant of life and peace. When 

they depart from the way and cause the people to forsake 

God’s commandments, they become contemptible before the 

people (see Matt. 5:19).  

The second part of the chapter concerns the institution of 

marriage, which was being corrupted through intermarriage 

with pagan wives as well as rampant adultery and divorce. 

The institution of marriage was ordained by God to be a 

picture of His holy union with the Church. Their misuse of 

this blessed ordinance distorted this living image, and also 

contributed to the moral corruption of their children, who 

ought to have been “godly.”  

The connection between these two institutions – marriage 

and the church – and their corruption by the remnant, is 

stated at the close of the chapter as God rebukes the people 

for “wearying Him with their words” by declaring evil good 
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and mocking God’s justice. Notice the familiar pattern: “In 

what way have we wearied You?” (vs. 17).  

But why should the priesthood and marriage be singled 

out for special attention? It may be the fact that these two 

divine institutions are symbolic of the two tables of the law – 

the first having to do with obeying God in matters of worship 

and the second having to do with obeying him in matters of 

social morality. As is common throughout the prophetic 

writings, the inescapable connection between purity of 

worship and purity of life is emphasized in order to 

underscore the practical importance of walking according to 

God’s commands.  

We may infer from this connection that when moral 

decline escalates in a nation, it will be found that the 

departure from God’s instituted worship has preceded and 

paved the way for it. Let it never be said that the concern 

over the purity of worship is not a “practical” matter. 

 

Christ will restore pure worship to the 
Church. (Malachi 3:1-7) 

 

Hidden in the midst of God’s indictments against the 

rebellious remnant is a glorious Messianic  prophecy.   The 

“messenger” who is sent to “prepare the way”  is identified 

by Jesus as John the Baptist, and the “Messenger of the 

covenant” is Jesus Christ Himself, who will “come suddenly 

to His temple.” This is what the prophets have been 

proclaiming. The latter temple will be filled with the glory of 

the Lord as Christ enters the world and makes His tabernacle 

in the midst of His Church.  

At the same time, He will come suddenly to the physical 

temple in Jersusalem, in an act of terrifying judgment, and 

sweep away forever the shadows of the Old Covenant 

system. He will purify the sons of Levi, purging them of their 

false worship so that they “may offer to the Lord an offering 

in righteousness” and “the offering of Judah and Jerusalem 

will be pleasant to the Lord.”  

Now it is certain that Jesus Christ did not come into the 

world to re-establish the sacrifices of the temple under a 
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reformed priesthood. What then are we to make of these 

prophecies? It is evident that God speaks of the worship that 

Christ will institute by His Spirit under the imagery of the old 

shadows and types. It was the purpose of the Lord all along 

to set up a spiritual worship with Christ as its central focus. 

All of the covenant promises were kept for this reason.  

Thus He says, “I am the Lord, I do not change; therefore 

you are not consumed, O sons of Jacob.” With the coming of 

Christ, the “Angel of the covenant,” the temple rituals, which 

were helps for the church under-age, will have served their 

purpose. But the Church is still described in terms of the 

temple, lest men imagine that they might draw near to God 

through their own inventions or in any other way than 

through the Priestly work of Christ.  

Does the New Covenant temple have Levites? “You are 

a chosen generation, a royal priesthood” (1 Pet. 2:9). Does it 

have offerings? “By Him let us continually offer the sacrifice 

of praise to God, that is, the fruit of our lips, giving thanks to 

His name” (Heb. 13:15). Does it have incense? “Bowls full 

of incense, which are the prayers of the saints” (Rev. 5:8). 

The typical elements of the Old Testament temple are 

transformed into the spiritual elements of the New Covenant 

Church.  

God’s regulation of worship is not relinquished. It is still 

His temple. And “you also, as living stones, are being built 

up a spiritual house, a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual 

sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 

2:5).  

 

Give to the Lord what is rightfully His.  

(Malachi 3:8 - 4:6) 

 

As the last book of the Old Testament draws to a close, 

the people of Israel are rebuked for withholding from God 

what is rightfully His. They had been guilty of “robbing” 

God by keeping back their tithes and offerings and thus 

showing their contempt for the maintenance of pure worship, 

since the tithes and offerings were appointed for the support 

of the priests and Levites. Further aggravating their sin was 
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their contemptuous speech concerning God’s worship, for 

they claimed that it was useless to serve God and keep His 

ordinances because it did not seem to profit them. How 

similar is this to the attitude of many in the Church today 

who spurn God’s appointed worship claiming that they do 

not “get anything” out of the simple, spiritual, word-centered 

worship that He has ordained.  

Yet not all were infected with this malignant spirit. There 

were some who feared the Lord and encouraged one another 

in the way of truth. God took particular notice of these 

faithful ones who meditated on His name, and promised to 

protect and bless them.  

The final chapter announces the coming of the Great Day 

of God, when Christ destroys the proud and establishes those 

who fear the Lord and evidence their love for Him by 

keeping His statutes and judgments. Yet the threat of a curse 

reminds us that God is in earnest about His worship. Christ 

would indeed come, and strike the Land with a curse. The 

focal point of that curse would be the very temple itself, 

which stood in A.D. 70 as a monument of the apostasy of the 

Jewish nation, which had rejected the fulfillment of its types 

and shadows and refused to enter the heavenly temple 

through the blood of the covenant. They would therefore be 

removed and replaced – the old temple in its outward pomp 

would be reduced to a heap of rubble, while the glorious 

heavenly temple of the New Jerusalem was revealed in 

spiritual splendor in the majestically humble worship of the 

New Covenant Church. 
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Chapter 40 
Worship in Matthew 

 

As we move into the New Testament we find changes in 

the outward forms and ceremonies of worship. Jesus has 

come in fulfillment of the types and shadows of the Old 

Covenant. Still, the great underlying principle remains the 

same: the only acceptable forms of worship are those which 

possess divine warrant. The teaching of Jesus, far from 

abrogating this principle, further establishes the truth that 

God is to be worshipped in accordance with His Word, and 

not according to the traditions of men. 

 

The nature of true worship is the rendering 
of humility, reverence and service to God 
alone. (Matthew 2:1-11) 

 

After more than 400 years since the days of the post-

exilic prophets, the long-awaited fulfillment of God’s 

redemptive promises came to light in the birth of Jesus Christ 

in the humble town of Bethlehem.  Through the appearance 

of a remarkable star, certain wise men from the east 

discerned that the “King of the Jews” had been born and 

came to worship Him.  

Significantly, the variety of terms used in the New 

Testament (Greek) to describe worship correspond exactly to 

the terms used in the Old Testament (Hebrew). There are 

three main word groups in both testaments that describe the 

main aspects of worship. These three categories may be 

roughly defined as humility, reverence, and service. The most 

common words translated as “worship” in the Bible fall into 

the first category. This is the worship offered to Christ by the 

wise men from the east.  

The humility required in worship is conveyed by the idea 

“bowing” or “kissing the hand.” Man is to approach God in 

the consciousness of the Lord’s majestic holiness and his 

own lowly unworthiness. The Greek word literally connotes 

the demeanor of a dog cowering before its human master. 

This is the primary word for worship in the Scriptures! 
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Naturally, this is not a conception of worship that 

immediately appeals to the prideful disposition of the human 

heart. We like to think better things of ourselves… and that is 

precisely our problem. 

The reverence required in worship is conveyed by the 

idea of fear and awe. This aspect differs from humility in that 

its focus is upon the outward expression of the apprehension 

of God’s holiness, majesty and power, while humility 

expresses the inward attitude of the heart before God.  

Inward humility is expressed in outward reverence and awe. 

This means coming into God’s presence with the solemnity 

and deference that His holy character and nature deserves. 

Such reverence precludes all presumption and prideful self-

assertion. It is the consciousness that when we come into the 

presence of God we are entering the high court of the 

Almighty. Men tend to show a certain measure of deference 

and self-restraint when they are invited into the presence of 

an important dignitary (though this idea has been all but lost 

in our contemporary culture, marked as it is by contempt for 

authority and flippant self-expression). Why is it, then, that 

most Christians, when they enter into the presence of the 

Holy God, by His own invitation and through His own 

provision of mercy to them at the highest conceivable cost, 

conduct themselves as though they were at liberty to do and 

say as they please? Why do they feel at liberty to come 

trampling into God’s courts with a casual attitude that is no 

different from any secular activity they might attend? Why 

do they feel at liberty to presume to set the agenda, and 

determine the activities that will be acceptable in the 

presence of the God of the universe? What has happened to 

our sense of awe and reverence in the holy presence of the 

Living God?  

Does someone suggest that Christ has gained a new 

liberty for us, so that we need not come into the presence of 

God with the same fearful reverence that marked believers in 

past ages? Where is the Scripture that proves this to be the 

case? Some would cite Hebrews 12:18-24 which says, “For 

you have not come to the mountain that may be touched and 

that burned  with  fire,  and  to  blackness  and  darkness  and  
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tempest, and the sound of a trumpet and the voice of words, 

so that those who heard it begged that the word should not be 

spoken to them anymore. (For they could not endure what 

was commanded: ‘And if so much as a beast touches the 

mountain, it shall be stoned or shot with an arrow.’ And so 

terrifying was the sight that Moses said, ‘I am exceedingly 

afraid and trembling.’) But you have come to Mount Zion 

and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, to 

an innumerable company of angels, to the general assembly 

and church of the firstborn who are registered in heaven, to 

God the Judge of all, to the spirits of just men made perfect, 

to Jesus the Mediator of the new covenant, and to the blood 

of sprinkling that speaks better things than that of Abel.” 

Does this passage teach us that we may enter into God’s 

presence with more liberty and less fear and reverence than 

our Old Testament brethren? What application does the 

inspired author make? “See that you do not refuse Him who 

speaks. For if they did not escape who refused Him who 

spoke on earth, much more shall we not escape if we turn 

away from Him who speaks from heaven, whose voice then 

shook the earth; but now He has promised, saying, ‘Yet once 

more I shake not only the earth, but also heaven.’ Now this, 

‘Yet once more,’ indicates the removal of those things that 

are being shaken, as of things that are made, that the things 

which cannot be shaken may remain. Therefore, since we are 

receiving a kingdom which cannot be shaken, let us have 

grace, by which we may serve God acceptably with reverence 

and godly fear. For our God is a consuming fire” (Hebrews 

12:25-29). 

The service required in worship is conveyed by the idea 

of surrendered obedience, such as that of a slave to his 

master. This is the natural outgrowth of humility and 

reverence. The connection between humility and service in 

Scripture is clear.  When Satan tempted Jesus in the 

wilderness, he urged Him to “fall down and worship” him, 

using the word representing the first category (humility). 

Jesus responded by quoting the first commandment, saying 

“You shall worship the Lord your God, and Him only shall 

you  serve.”  Jesus used  two  of  the  three  main  words  for  
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worship here, demonstrating the close connection between 

humility and service in worship.   

Matthew’s Gospel therefore deals with worship in the 

same way that the Old Testament does. It is humble and 

reverent service to God. Because of this, it is self-evident that 

worship (man’s approach to God) is offered not on man’s 

terms, but according to God’s own terms. This is why the 

Westminster Confession of Faith states that “the acceptable 

way of worshipping the true God is instituted by Himself, and 

so limited by His own revealed will, that He may not be 

worshipped according to the imaginations and devices of 

men, or the suggestions of Satan, under any visible 

representation, or any other way not prescribed in the Holy 

Scripture” (WCF 21:1).  

 

Jesus, who is greater than the temple, is 
Lord of the Sabbath.  

(Matthew 12:1-8; 24:1-2; 27:50-51) 
 

We have seen that the post-exilic prophets predicted the 

establishment of the temple in the day of Christ. One of the 

prevailing themes of Matthew’s Gospel is the fact that Jesus 

superseded the temple and established, though His life, death, 

and resurrection, the better and more glorious temple which 

had been promised. The declaration of Jesus that He was 

“greater than the temple,” His prediction of the imminent 

destruction of the earthly temple, and the symbolic tearing 

apart of the veil from top to bottom upon His completion of 

the work of redemption, all point to the fact that He had 

replaced the shadows with a living reality. Sherman Isbel 

expresses this truth beautifully when he writes:  

 

“The old forms pictorially represented the glory and 

efficacy of the new covenant priest. Now we have in 

heaven the reality of Christ’s glorious entrance into the 

throne room, rather than a shadow portrayal on earth. 

Though the picture show is abolished, and the glory of our 

worship is not visible to the eye, the power of the Spirit 

conforming us to the likeness of Christ, and the freedom of 
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access to the presence within the veil, surpasses anything 

known in the Old Testament forms of worship. The 

passing away of an aesthetic representation of Christ’s 

glory, in favor of the reality of His undimmed glory in the 

heavenly sanctuary, leaves a marked simplicity in the 

worship forms of the New Testament church. But this is 

not a lesser glory, unless glory is measured by outward 

pomp rather than by redemptive blessings… The beauty 

of New Testament worship is not produced by aesthetic 

display. When a congregation tries to worship God by 

making a creative artistic program for its services, it is not 

only offering to God something He has not commanded 

and never sought, it is also failing to appreciate the nature 

of our access into God’s very presence in heaven which 

was won for us by the blood of Christ. The glory of our 

worship is the glory which surrounds our priest in heaven. 

Does that not suffice us? The pomp of heaven is not to be 

independently recreated in a shadow on earth, for the 

shadows and copies (even those once authorized by God) 

have been abolished by the death of Christ. Now we go by 

faith into the true tabernacle, which is immeasurably 

superior. We participate not in symbols but in the realities 

in heaven when we worship. The simplicity of New 

Testament forms of worship – the absence of outward 

pomp and aesthetic exhibition – speaks volumes. It tells of 

the complete reality of our entrance into the holiest of all in 

heaven. We are no longer playing with models, but have 

come to the new Jerusalem itself.”  

 

Jesus condemns substituting the traditions 
of men for God’s commands.  

(Matthew 15:1-9) 

 

This passage brings before us a pivotal confrontation 

between the self-righteous Pharisees and the Lord Jesus. The 

issue is plain: the traditions of men vs. the commandments of 

God. Calvin’s comments are worthy of careful consideration: 

“God has laid down the manner in which he wishes that we 

should worship him, and has included in his law the 
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perfection of holiness. Yet a vast number of men, as if it were 

a light and trivial matter to obey God and to keep what he 

enjoins, collect for themselves, on every hand, many 

additions. Those who occupy places of authority bring 

forward their inventions for this purpose, as if they were in 

possession of something more perfect than the word of the 

Lord.” 

Here Calvin exposes the proud presumption that is 

displayed, whether consciously or not, when men substitute 

their own traditions for the commandments of God. 

What is the inevitable result? Calvin continues, “This is 

followed by the slow growth of tyranny; for, when men have 

once assumed to themselves the right to issue commands, 

they demand rigid adherence to their laws. The world cannot 

endure lawful authority, and most violently rebels against the 

Lord’s yoke, and yet easily and willingly becomes entangled 

in the snares of vain traditions…” 

The result of the substitution of human requirements for 

God’s commandments is the subjection of some men (the 

worshippers) to the dictates of other men (the worship 

innovators). This is the tyranny of conscience against which 

the Reformers protested as it was manifested in the Roman 

Catholic Church. What a profound observation, too, that men 

naturally despise the thought of being made subject to the 

commands of God, and yet are more than willing to bring 

themselves into bondage to every sort of human expectation 

of conformity! And what does God think of this foolishness?  

“Meanwhile,” continues Calvin, “the worship of God is 

corrupted, of which the first and leading principle is 

obedience. The authority of men is preferred to the command 

of God… The words of the prophet [quoted here by Christ to 

the Pharisees] run literally thus: ‘their fear toward me has 

been taught by the precept of men.’ But Christ has faithfully 

and accurately given the meaning, that in vain is God 

worshipped, when the will of men is substituted in the place 

of doctrine. By these words, all kinds of will-worship, as Paul 

calls it, are plainly condemned. For, as we have said, since 

God chooses to be worshipped in no other way than 

according to his own appointment, he cannot endure new 

modes of worship to be devised…  
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Is this application from the text forced? Does this 

passage really condemn the devising of any new forms of 

worship? Calvin continues with his exegesis of the passage, 

“In the words ‘teaching doctrines, commandments of men,’ 

there is what is called apposition; for Christ declares them 

mistaken who bring forward, in the place of doctrine, the 

commandments of men, or who seek to obtain from them the 

rule for worshipping God. Let it therefore be held as a settled 

principle, that, since obedience is more highly esteemed by 

God than sacrifices, all kinds of worship invented by men are 

of no estimation in his sight; nay, more, that, as the prophet 

declares, they are accursed and detestable.” 

 

Jesus is the fulfillment of David’s Psalms.  

(Matthew 22:41-46; 26:26-30) 
 

Here we come more particularly to the element of 

inspired song in worship. It is no exaggeration to say that the 

Gospels are filled with quotations from the Psalms designed 

to demonstrate that Jesus was the fulfillment of David’s 

prophetic praise.   

In His discourse with the Pharisees concerning the 

identity of “the Christ” as “the Son of David,” Jesus 

exhibited the true meaning of the Psalter as it applies to 

Himself, particularly confronting them with the fact that the 

Messiah would not only be David’s descendant, but also his 

superior and Lord, as Psalm 110:1 plainly shows.  

Against those who maintain that the Psalms are not 

suited to the worship of the New Testament Church because 

they were written in the context of the Old Testament, Jesus’ 

use of the Psalms clearly teaches that they are only rightly 

understood in the light of His fulfillment. Thus, in the Psalms 

of David, we are furnished with a complete testimony of the 

“Son of David,” revealed in all of His glory. The Psalms are 

the songs of Jesus. This is the uniform testimony of the New 

Testament. 

Another notable example of this is the use that Jesus 

made of the Psalms in His own worship. Matthew 26:30 tells 

us that at the conclusion of the Passover, after He instituted 
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the Lord’s Supper, Jesus joined with the disciples in singing 

“a hymn.” What was the “hymn”? Was it Amazing Grace? 

Was it “The Old Rugged Cross”? Was it “Just As I Am 

Without One Plea”? The simple fact is that the people of God 

possessed only one “hymnbook” – the inspired Psalms of 

David. Because the established tradition of the Jews was to 

sing the particular portion of the Psalms known as “the 

Hallel” (Psalms 113-118) during the Passover, it is generally 

acknowledged that this “hymn” was none other than Psalm 

118, which is rich in Messianic content. Jesus, as He faced 

his hour of greatest suffering, went forth with these words of 

praise upon His lips: “I shall not die, but live, and tell 

Jehovah’s power to save. The Lord has sorely chastened me, 

but kept me from the grave!”  

What a privilege for us, in the celebration of Christ’s life, 

death and resurrection, to be able to sing to God’s praise with 

the very same words that graced our Savior’s lips as He drew 

near to the cross to endure the punishment of our 

transgressions! William Binnie draws the following 

conclusion from our Lord’s use of the Psalter on this 

occasion: “The singing of the Hallel by Christ and the eleven 

in the guest-chamber on the night of His betrayal may be 

said to mark the point at which the Psalter passed over from 

the old dispensation into the New: for it accompanied the 

celebration of the new ordinance of the Lord’s Supper as 

well as the celebration of the expiring Passover.”  

 

The task of the Church is to teach all things 
that Christ has commanded.  

(Matthew 28:16-20) 

 

The Great Commission of Christ to the eleven set the 

boundaries for the teaching and practice of the Church in all 

ages.  By His own authority, Jesus confined the Church to the 

rule of His Word alone.  John Girardeau explains: “This 

injunction of the Prophet and King of the church involved 

three things: first, that the apostles, in their oral 

communications and in their inspired writings, were to teach 

all those things which Christ commanded; secondly, that they 
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were to teach nothing but what Christ commanded; and 

thirdly, that the church to be organized by them was to obey 

their teaching, originated and enforced by the authority of 

Christ, and to introduce nothing into her doctrine, polity and 

worship which was not either expressly or impliedly 

warranted by the command of Christ as reflected by 

apostolic inculcation and example. This left the church no 

discretion in regard to these elements of doctrine, 

government and worship. She is absolutely bound by Christ’s 

commands, enounced originally by the lips of the apostles, 

and now permanently recorded in his inspired Word. She is 

obliged to do all that he has commanded; she is forbidden to 

do anything which he has not commanded. She can construct 

no new doctrine, institute no new element of government, and 

decree no new rites and ceremonies – introduce no new mode 

of worship.” 

The Great Commission outlines the function of church 

officers, which is simply to practice and teach the 

commandments of Christ. The basis of this commission was 

the authority committed to Jesus as the King and Head of His 

Church. His faithfulness as the Servant of the Lord consisted 

in His careful performance of the mission laid upon Him, 

which He willingly accepted saying, “Not My will, but Thine 

be done.”  

Likewise the elders of His Church have a responsibility 

delegated to them to dispense ordinances Christ has placed in 

their hands. Their authority is administrative and ministerial, 

not legislative. It is not for elders to make new rules and 

standards for worship and morals, but as stewards of the 

mysteries of God, they are faithfully to administer in 

institutions warranted by higher authority. 

“Biblical elders,” writes Sherman Isbel, “might be 

likened to judges and sheriffs, called not to make new laws, 

but to see that the provisions of existing legislation are 

fulfilled. Or like the trustees of a deed, they are entrusted 

with the responsibility to see that the will of the testator is 

honored, and have no functions to add supplementary 

stipulations to the deed.” 

There is a parallel, then, between the Regulative 

Principle of Worship as stated in the Old Testament 
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(“Whatever I command you, be careful to observe it; you 

shall not add to it nor take away from it”) and the Great 

Commission given by Christ to His apostles as 

representatives of the government of the New Covenant 

Church (“Teaching them to obey all things that I have 

commanded you”). The particular form of worship has 

changed, in that the types and shadows of the Old Covenant 

system – the aesthetic and sense-oriented elements of 

worship – have passed away. But the principle of regulation 

according to the explicit command of God remains.  
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Chapter 41 
Worship in Mark 

 

A prevailing theme throughout the Gospel of Mark is the 

preeminence of the divine Word over every kind of man-

centered approach to the worship of the God. Time and again 

we find the Lord Jesus, over against the corrupt religious 

leaders of His day, and even the mistaken presumptions of 

His own disciples, pointing us away from human conceptions 

of worship and toward the exclusive authority of God’s 

written revelation which is to govern all of our thoughts and 

activities. 

 

Not human boundaries, but divine 
regulations. (Mark 2:18-27) 

 

R. J. Rushdoony, commenting on the place of boundaries 

in the Scriptures, has perceptively observed: “The boundary 

is historically the great impediment to war. As long as the 

boundary is respected, peace remains… When the boundary 

is erased in the public mind, and all faiths are as one, then 

Babylon marches in to possess the kingdom of God as its 

own.” The great boundary that God has set around His people 

to ensure their peace and prosperity and to protect them from 

their enemies, is His inscripturated Word. It is this boundary 

that gives them a unique identity among the peoples of the 

world – that keeps invaders from infiltrating the Church with 

false doctrine – and that marks out for us the “safe ground” 

beyond which we move at our own risk. 

As in every other sphere of life, when it comes to matters 

of religious worship, man’s inclination is always to trespass 

God’s established boundaries and substitute his own. This is 

the story of human depravity and it is as old as the Garden of 

Eden. It is not surprising, then, as we look to the Gospel of 

Mark, that we find Jesus falling under criticism by those who 

accused His disciples of trespassing, not Divine but human 

boundaries. 

Two incidents recorded back-to-back in the second 

chapter of Mark highlight this matter. First, the disciples of 
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John and the Pharisees take offense at the fact that Jesus’ 

disciples did not join them in their ritual fasting (Mark 2:18-

22). The Mosaic law required only one annual fast on the 

Day of Atonement. The Pharisees had apparently instituted a 

bi-weekly fast (see Luke 18:12). They were, of course, 

perfectly free to do so, provided that the manner of their 

fasting conformed to the spirit of God’s word. What they 

were not free to do was to demand that others conform to 

their own practice, and condemn them as being less than 

righteous if they failed to do so. In so doing, they raised their 

own requirements above God’s revealed word, which alone 

can bind the conscience and compel to religious duty. 

This is precisely what happens when man-made worship 

practices are instituted in the Church – a practice that Jesus 

calls “setting aside the commandments of God in order to 

follow the traditions of men.” Put the power of ecclesiastical 

authority behind human traditions – worship practices 

devised and implemented by the imagination of men – and 

the consciences of believers are now held to a different set of 

boundaries than those instituted by God Himself. The 

Pharisees wanted to set the boundaries for faithfulness in 

worship, but Jesus rebuked their presumption and reminded 

them, parabolically, that the prerogative of establishing 

ordinances belongs to God alone. 

Some have seen the remarks of Jesus regarding new cloth 

and old garments/new wine and old wineskins as references 

to the Old Covenant compared to the New Covenant. The 

problem is that such a comparison has nothing at all to do 

with the topic about which Jesus is addressing the Pharisees 

– nor were the Pharisees truly representatives of the Old 

Covenant order, since they had perverted it with their many 

corruptions. John Calvin is on the right track when he writes 

concerning this passage: “Those who think that he compares 

worn out garments and decayed bottles to the Pharisees, and 

new wine and fresh cloth to the doctrine of the gospel, have 

no probability on their side. The comparison is beautifully 

adapted to the matter in hand, if we explain it as referring to 

the weak and tender disciples of Christ, and to a discipline 

more strict than they were able to bear. Nor is it of any 
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consequence that the idea of being old does not agree with 

scholars who were only commencing: for, when Christ 

compares his disciples to old bottles and torn garments, he 

does not mean that they were wasted by long use, but that 

they were weak and wanted strength. The amount of the 

statement is, that all must not be compelled indiscriminately 

to live in the same manner, for there is a diversity of natural 

character, and all things are not suitable to all; and 

particularly, we ought to spare the weak, that they may not 

be broken by violence, or crushed by the weight of the 

burden.” 

Jesus’ point is simply this: The Pharisees, by imposing 

their own “new” traditions upon others (particularly the 

disciples of Jesus), threatened to ruin them – just as sewing a 

piece of new cloth onto an old garment would tear it, or 

pouring new wine into an old wineskin would burst it. God’s 

appointed and established ordinances are sufficient – they are 

neither worn out or weakened – and those who endeavor to 

“improve” them by adding new practices that God has not 

designed or commanded will destroy the very thing they are 

seeking to improve. 

Next, we find the Pharisees accusing the disciples of 

doing “what is not lawful on the Sabbath” when they 

observed them plucking heads of grain to eat (Mark 2:23-27). 

The alleged transgression was not against the law of God, as 

Deuteronomy 23:25 plainly allows the activity in question. 

“When you come into your neighbor's standing grain, you 

may pluck the heads with your hand, but you shall not use a 

sickle on your neighbor's standing grain.” The boundary that 

was crossed was the man-made regulation of the Pharisees.  

Jesus therefore confronts them with their willful 

ignorance of Scripture, saying, “Have you never read?” Then, 

rather than pointing them to the obvious Scripture reference 

from Deuteronomy, Jesus cites the example of David, who in 

the execution of a divine mission as God’s anointed, ate the 

consecrated bread normally reserved for the priests. The 

obvious parallel highlights the authority of Jesus, the Lord’s 

anointed and the true High Priest, to regulate the observance 

of the Sabbath according to His word. 
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The Pharisees, with their countless extra-biblical 

regulations, brought men into bondage to their distorted view 

of Sabbath-keeping. Jesus reminds them that “The Sabbath 

was made for man.” In saying that the Sabbath was “made,” 

he means that it was purposefully designed by God for the 

benefit of His creatures. The lawful observance of the 

Sabbath, then, is an incomparable blessing to the Lord’s 

people, who should be careful to sanctify it according to 

God’s commands.  

The boundaries set by God are designed to enrich and 

strengthen His people. The boundaries imposed by man’s 

usurped authority are designed to bring their fellow men into 

bondage.  As Lord of the Sabbath, Christ continues to 

regulate the worship of His people, setting boundaries for 

their benefit.  

 

Not human tradition, but the word of God.  

(Mark 7:1-13) 

 

Here we find the Pharisees again criticizing the disciples 

of Jesus, this time for their failure to “walk according to the 

tradition of the elders” in the matter of ceremonial washing. 

Mark adds a few editorial comments to explain these 

traditions, which included the cleansing of cups, pitchers, and 

even couches used to recline at the table! The Pharisees 

imagined that their strict adherence to these traditions made 

them acceptable before God, even though God never 

commanded such rituals in His word.  

Once more, we find the traditions of men being imposed 

as a means of acceptance before God. Immediately, Jesus 

quotes from Isaiah 29:13 and applies the words directly to the 

hypocritical Pharisees, who honored God with their lips, 

while their heart was far from Him.  He then draws a stark 

contrast between acceptable worship, which proceeds from 

heartfelt obedience to God’s commands, and vain (empty) 

worship, which is imposed by the commandments of men.  

If this distinction is valid with regard to the private 

practice of washing before meals, it is equally true with 

regard to the direct approach of men to God in context of 
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public worship. The Pharisees had, in fact, often 

demonstrated their preference for man-made traditions over 

God’s holy commands. One example was their invention of a 

tradition that allowed men to “dedicate” their earthly goods 

to the Lord, and thus shield these possessions from being 

given to parents for their support. This is the modern idea of 

a “tax shelter,” only it was used to escape the requirements of 

the fifth commandment! Jesus rightly identified the actual 

result of this wicked exaltation of human tradition: “You 

make the word of God of no effect through your tradition” 

In other words, both God’s commands and man’s have an 

intended effect. Man, who is created in the image of God, 

does not do anything without a design, or an intentional 

purpose. Jesus’ point to the Pharisees was that the effect 

produced by human traditions was at odds with the effect 

intended by God’s commandments.  

Any time that man’s invented traditions are made the rule 

of worship, the intended effect of God’s own commandments 

is lost. When God commands men to teach and admonish one 

another with inspired psalms, hymns and songs, He does so 

with a particular effect in mind.  When man introduces 

uninspired songs in the place of God’s inspired songs, the 

effect that God designed – namely, the working of His 

inspired words in the hearts of His worshippers – is nullified, 

or made of no effect. Instead, the fallible words of men are 

embedded in the consciousness of God’s people through the 

powerful medium of song. 

The same is true of any element of worship which God 

has prescribed for His Church. When it is pushed aside and 

replaced with the traditions and commandments of men, the 

purpose of God is made of no effect. Thus Jesus, in his 

condemnation of the traditions of the Pharisees, re-affirms 

the boundaries that God has given to His Church for her 

good, and shows the sacrilege of human presumption in 

observing traditions which make worship “vain” in the sight 

of God. 
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Not human impulses, but the word of 
Christ. (Mark 9:1-8) 

 

Another event recorded in the Gospel of Mark that 

concerns our approach to worship is the transfiguration of 

Jesus, witnessed by Peter, James and John. Here, it is not 

human boundaries or traditions that threaten to obscure the 

glory of Jesus Christ, but the well-meaning, yet mistaken, 

impulse of the Apostle Peter.  

The Lord Jesus chose these three disciples to accompany 

Him on a most remarkable occasion. On the heights of a 

mountain, as they watched, the appearance of Jesus was 

dramatically changed. He was revealed to them, not as the 

humble carpenter’s son they had known, but as the glorious 

Son of God shining in brilliant heavenly light! The 

surpassing brightness defied human description and could not 

be compared to anything in this world.  

As He stood before the astonished disciples, Moses and 

Elijah appeared and began talking with Jesus. Have you ever 

wondered why these two, of all the Old Testament saints that 

might have appeared with Jesus? Together, these three 

figures symbolized the fullness of God’s written revelation to 

man: the Law (Moses), the Prophets (Elijah), and the Gospel 

(Jesus). What a vivid portrayal of the sufficiency of God’s 

inspired Word which provides everything necessary to 

glorify His beloved Son!  

Peter, who is often represented in Scripture as the most 

impulsive of the twelve, acted accordingly. Mark says that 

“he did not know what to say,” but Peter was never one to let 

that stop him! So he blurted out a suggestion: “Rabbi, it is 

good for us to be here; let us make three tabernacles: one for 

You, one for Moses, and one for Elijah!”  

Instead of standing in silent awe, Peter was led by his 

impulses (however holy they may have seemed to him) to 

presume to formulate a means of expressing devotion. How 

typical this is of man’s approach to worship! If it feels like 

the right thing to do, we are all too quick to presume that it 

should be done.  
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But the voice of God interrupted Peter’s pious proposal, 

apparently in mid-sentence, as the heavens thundered forth: 

“This is My beloved Son. Hear Him!” The point is not 

difficult to discern. Consideration of this scene led Sherman 

Isbel, in an essay on worship, to ask a series of pertinent 

questions:  

 

� What is it that gives legitimacy to any particular 

activity, for it to be included in worship?  

� Is it the experience of God’s people, who find that 

some practices are conducive to feelings of reverence and 

adoration?  

� Is it the value God’s people see in them for 

dramatizing the truths of the gospel?  

� Is it the likelihood of drawing unbelievers who might 

be impressed with activities that seem to be as sophisticated 

or entertaining as something they might see in the secular 

world?  

� Is it the consensus judgment of the church’s 

governing elders which should determine what is appropriate 

for us to do in worship? 

 

These are precisely the foundations upon which so much 

modern worship is built. God’s forceful answer to Peter 

directs us away from these considerations, and toward the 

One whose voice is the sole rule for appropriate worship: 

“This is My beloved Son. Hear Him!” 

 

Not human glory, but the glory of God.  

(Mark 11:15-19) 
 

When Jesus came to Jerusalem prior to His crucifixion, 

He went immediately to the temple, which He had cherished 

from His youth as “His Father’s house.” What He found there 

provoked holy indignation.  The courts of the temple were 

filled, not with reverent worshippers, but with all sorts of 

merchandisers who were busily engaged in buying and 

selling various animals for sacrifice and exchanging foreign 

coins for local currency and making a handsome profit from 
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the trade. These activities, and the spirit behind them, pierced 

the holy heart of the Lamb of God. In righteous wrath, He 

began to drive these corrupt swindlers out of the temple 

courts!  

Jesus is seen here, not as the meek and mild pacifist He is 

often portrayed to have been, but as the King of the Temple, 

taking charge over its activities in the name of His Father. 

Quoting God’s words through Isaiah, Jesus makes them His 

own, saying “My house shall be called a house of prayer for 

all nations, but you have made it a den of thieves!” Jesus has 

no patience for opportunists who transform the worship of 

God into a prospect for profit.  

Today the temple has been replaced by the Church of 

Jesus Christ. “You also, as living stones, are being built up a 

spiritual house, a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual 

sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 

2:5). “If anyone defiles the temple of God, God will destroy 

him. For the temple of God is holy, which temple you are” (1 

Corinthians 3:17). “And what agreement has the temple of 

God with idols? For you are the temple of the living God. As 

God has said: ‘I will dwell in them And walk among them. I 

will be their God, And they shall be My people’” (2 

Corinthians 6:16).  

The circumstances have changed, but the Church is still 

filled with charlatans who spurn the simple, spiritual worship 

of God’s house and approach worship as a “market” to be 

exploited by those who boast the latest and greatest 

accessories for the truly devoted. What does Jesus think of 

the “Praise and Worship Industry,” which traffics in popular 

fads and seeks to convince Christians that they simply must 

have the newest gimmicks to keep their worship fresh and 

entertaining? Can we imagine any other response than this: 

“My house shall be called a house of prayer for all nations, 

but you have made it a den of thieves?”   
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Not human authority, but the law of God.  

(Mark 12:28-34) 

 

An interesting exchange is recorded by Mark in these 

verses. A young scribe, who considered himself something of 

an expert in the law, presumed to question Jesus in order to 

judge His orthodoxy. The young man had heard Jesus’ 

refutation of the Sadducees and hoped to find Him an ally 

with the doctrines of the rival Pharisees. Mark writes that this 

young scribe “perceived that Jesus had answered them well,” 

indicating the prideful attitude of this self-appointed 

inquisitor.  

His question was simple: “Which is the greatest 

commandment of all?” Jesus responded with a perfectly 

orthodox answer, summarizing the two tables of the Law in 

terms of love toward God and love toward one’s neighbor.  

The young scribe was pleasantly surprised, and 

proceeded to give his verdict upon the Lord’s 

pronouncement. He commended Jesus for speaking the truth, 

repeated His correct answer, and then added that keeping 

these two great commandments “is more than the whole 

burnt offerings and sacrifices.” He had no idea how close he 

was standing to the truth (literally), nor how pompously he 

was behaving in the presence of God incarnate.  

Yet Jesus quietly turned the tables. Mark writes, with 

more than a hint of irony, “Now when Jesus saw that he 

answered wisely” (compare this with verse 28), “He said to 

him, ‘You are not far from the kingdom of God.’”  It was 

Jesus, and not the scribe, who was the ultimate judge of 

orthodox faith and practice. And it was Jesus, and not the 

scribe, who had the last word on the subject of the other 

man’s standing with God.  

But notice too the content of our Lord’s doctrine. He 

affirmed the abiding validity of the Ten Commandments. He 

affirmed that humble, heart-obedience to both tables of the 

law is the essence of true worship. And He affirmed that 

those who understand this great truth are partakers of the 

kingdom of God.  Jesus’ doctrine of worship is the same as 
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that of Moses! The burnt offerings have vanished, but the 

principles remain forever!     
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Chapter 42 
Worship in Luke 

 

In the third synoptic gospel, written by Luke “the 

beloved physician,” we discover further evidence that the 

worship of God’s people is to be according to His word. As 

“unprofitable servants” our place is to obey the commands of 

the Lord – not presuming to approach him according to our 

own will. The Psalms, in particular, are seen here to be the 

inspired testimony of Christ intended to be the hymnbook of 

the Church throughout the ages, for they express the fullness 

of His person and work better than any man-written 

composition could ever do. 

 

Spirit-inspired "songs" of praise are no 
support for uninspired hymns.  
(Luke 1:46-55; 67-80) 

 

Much has been made by advocates of modern hymns 

from the fact that the early chapters of Luke’s Gospel contain 

a number of poetic forms composed primarily by individuals 

in commemoration of important events in redemptive history. 

These “songs,” as they are presumed to be, are cited as 

“proof” that we are not “restricted” to the use of the Psalms 

in worship, but are at liberty to compose new hymns to 

express the praise of God in response to His wonderful works 

unfolding around us. This argument, however, fails to 

establish the point at issue for a number of reasons.  

First, it is by no means certain that the compositions 

recorded by Luke were, in fact, songs. Mary’s words of 

praise are introduced by the phrase, “And Mary said,” and 

Zacharias is said to have “prophesied, saying…” There is no 

reason to suppose, merely from the fact that these utterances 

are presented in poetic form, that they were in fact songs or 

hymns intended to be sung in the corporate worship of the 

saints.  

Second, even if it were granted, for the sake of argment, 

that the words of Mary and Zacharias were “songs,” both 

were given by the direct inspiration of the Holy Spirit. 
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Modern hymns cannot claim divine inspiration, and 

thererfore find no support in these passages. It is therefore 

invalid to conclude that these inspired compositions amount 

to proof that we are free to compose and sing uninspired 

songs in the worship of God. 

Third, there is no indication, either in the remainder of 

the New Testament or in the history of the Church, that the 

words of Mary and Zacharias were ever used by the saints in 

their public worship gatherings, or that they were ever 

intended to be so used. These inspired outbursts of praise 

were spontaneous individual responses to the historical event 

of Christ’s entrance into the world – not new hymns designed 

for use by the Church in after ages.  

Fourth, the so-called “song of Mary” is literally filled 

with references from the Psalms. It includes echoes from 

Psalm 34:2-3, 35:9, 138:6, 71:19, 126:2-3, 111:9, 103:17, 

98:1, 118:15, 33:10, 98:3, and 132:11! Far from establishing 

the replacement of the Psalms by “new songs,” Mary’s 

“song” actually points us to the Psalms of David as the 

expression of praise in the light of Christ.  Likewise, the 

prophecy of Zacharias begins with quotations from Psalm 

106:48 and 132:17, then proceeds to describe how the advent 

of Christ was the fulfillment of these prophecies.  

In view of these considerations, no support is found here 

for the composition and use of uninspired hymns in the 

worship of the Church. Instead, we are directed to God’s 

inspired book of praise, which finds its fulfillment in the 

person and work of Jesus Christ. 

 

Jesus placed the highest value on hearing 
and heeding the word of God.  

(Luke 8:19-21; 11:27-28; 17:7-10) 
 

Throughout Luke’s narrative of the life and teachings of 

Jesus there is a marked emphasis upon the centrality and 

sufficiency of the word of God. Two particular events are 

recorded in which the Lord Jesus took the opportunity to 

underline the value of hearing and obeying the word of God. 

The first of these was an occasion in which the mother and 
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brothers of Jesus were seeking an audience with Him, but 

were hindered by the large crowds. When Jesus was told of 

this, He responded by saying, “My mother and brothers are 

these who hear the word of God and do it.” Access to Christ 

is gained by those who sincerely obey His word. In another 

place, Jesus responded to the exclamation of a woman in the 

crowd concerning the blessedness of His mother, saying 

“Blessed, rather, are those who hear the word of God and 

keep it.” True honor and blessedness is found, not by mere 

accidental association with Jesus, but by hearing and heeding 

God’s word.  

Both of these instances demonstrate that Jesus regarded 

conformity from the heart to the commandments of God to be 

of the highest value – even higher than those things which are 

often placed by men above allegiance to God, such as honor 

and preference for family relations.  Far from ushering in an 

age in which men were free from obedience to the written 

word of God, Jesus constantly affirmed the abiding validity 

of the Divine commandments and made obedience to His 

word the sign of genuine adoption and the source of true 

happiness.  

The general principle that we have observed throughout 

the Scriptures – that God’s commandments alone are to be 

observed in worship – finds affirmation in the statements of 

Christ concerning obedience to the word.  In His remarks 

about the “unprofitable servant” (Luke 17:7-10), Jesus 

described the heart of a true disciple. Three features of the 

relationship are prominent: 

 

a. The true servant of God does not presume to draw 

near to his master on his own terms. 

b. The true servant of God does not engage in 

inappropriate familiarity with him. 

c. The true servant of God does only those things that 

are commanded of him, without expecting thanks.  

 

Applying the lesson, Jesus said, “So likewise you, when 

you have done all those things which you are commanded, 

say, ‘We are unprofitable servants. We have done what was 

our duty to do.’” This is a far cry from the presumptuous, 
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casual, familiar, and self-congratulating attitude that so often 

marks the worship assemblies of the modern church. The true 

worshipper is a humble, obedient servant. 

 

Adding to the Book of Psalms is adding to 
Scripture. (Luke 20:27-44) 

 

In His interaction with the scribes, as recorded in Luke 

20, Jesus introduces a quote from Psalm 110 by saying “Now 

David himself said in the Book of Psalms” (verse 42).  Big 

deal, right? This kind of citation of Scripture sounds so 

natural to us that we might tend to miss the important 

implications that the words of Jesus here recorded have for 

the subject of worship.  

For one thing, it is clear from Luke’s quotation that Jesus 

recognized the canonical collection of 150 Psalms as a 

particular “book” of the Bible.  This is an important point. 

Jesus acknowledged that, among the inspired books of the 

Scriptures, the collection of the 150 Psalms of David was to 

be recognized as a particular book, just like “the book of 

Deuteronomy” or “the book of Proverbs” or “the book of 

Isaiah.” He called it “the book of Psalms.” It is also clear that 

He regarded “the Book of Psalms” as authoritative because of 

its divine inspiration. This is evident from the fact that Jesus 

used the quote from “the book of Psalms” in Psalm 110:1 as 

the clincher in his argument with the Scribes concerning the 

identity of the Messiah. The authoritative statements of 

Scripture could not be gainsaid or contradicted. 

The fact that Jesus recognized the Biblical “Book of 

Psalms” as a distinct and authoritative part of the Scriptures 

poses no small problem for those who advocate the church’s 

use of uninspired hymns in worship. The nature of the 

problem is that in order to allow for the addition of 

uninspired human hymns alongside of, or in place of, the 

selections found in the Book of Psalms, it is necessary to 

treat that particular book of the Bible in a way that no other 

book of the Bible would ever be treated – as an open book to 

which uninspired human additions may be made any time we 

please.  
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In other words, the Book of Psalms as a book of 

Scripture (to which we would never dream of adding or 

subtracting) must be transformed in our minds to a mere 

book of songs (which we are free to supplement or ignore as 

we see fit). Michael Bushell states the matter this way: “We 

must remember that one cannot divorce the claims of the 

psalter as a book of Scripture from the claims of the psalter 

as a book of songs. Pious Jews were intimately acquainted 

with the Book of Psalms in both of these aspects, and they 

certainly would not have thought of the psalter in terms of 

such a dichotomy. The distinction between the psalter as a 

book of Scripture and the psalter as a book of songs is a 

valid distinction if not abused, but in the hands of advocates 

of an uninspired hymnody it has become a linguistic device 

to permit them to supplement the psalter as a book of songs 

without appearing to supplement it as a book of Holy 

Scripture. It is this dichotomy that permits men to compile 

hymn books partly of inspired Psalms and partly of the 

hymns of uninspired men. If this dichotomy were only seen 

for what it is, a ruse, men would also begin to see what 

impiety such hymn books promulgate, and the psalmody 

controversy would die of its own weight.”  

Let me state the issue in another way: Why should it be 

the case that men do not feel at liberty to supplement the 

Book of Isaiah with some uninspired devotional thoughts of 

men – or to supplement the Book of Deuteronomy with 

uninspired human rules and regulations – or to supplement 

the Book of Proverbs with the uninspired sayings of wise 

men – and yet they presume to have freedom to supplement 

the Book of Psalms, or even to replace it altogether with 

uninspired musical compositions?  

We contend, to the contrary, that the divine authority of 

the Book of Psalms, designed for specific use as the Divine 

hymnbook of the Church, renders all such supplementation 

grossly presumptuous and offensive to God, who has given 

us a perfectly sufficient book of praise. 
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Jesus alone has the authority to institute 
new ordinances of worship. (Luke 22:7-20) 

 

Along with the other Gospel writers, Luke records 

Christ’s institution of the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper 

during the Passover celebration in Jerusalem.  The Passover, 

as a divinely-instituted ordinance, was not an optional 

observance for the people of God. Thus  Luke  reports  that  

“the  Day  of  Unleavened Bread came, when the Passover 

must be killed” (verse 7).  

Our study of the Biblical teaching concerning worship 

has clearly shown that the people of God were not free to 

devise and observe ceremonies and ordinances of their own 

making, but were bound to observe every ordinance 

appointed by the Lord. Yet here we find Jesus instituting a 

new ordinance which was to be perpetually binding upon the 

Church throughout all subsequent ages. This is plain from the 

imperative language that Jesus used in connection with this 

institution: “Do this in remembrance of Me.”  

From this we learn that it is the prerogative of God alone 

to institute ordinances of worship for the Church to observe. 

No man may presume to invent ceremonies and bind the 

Church to participate in them. Not even the Apostles would 

have that kind of authority, to invent or impose new 

ordinances for the Church or add new activities to the 

worship of God. Instead, we hear Paul saying: “For I 

received from the Lord that which I also delivered to you: 

that the Lord Jesus on the same night in which He was 

betrayed took bread…” (1 Corinthians 11:23) 

The worship of the New Covenant Church, like that of 

the Old, is regulated by divine commandment, and the role of 

the Church’s leaders is simply to teach and observe all that 

Christ has commanded. Nothing is to be added or taken away 

by human authority. Thus, the test to which every practice of 

the Church in its worship must be subjected is the test of 

divine authorization by the word of God.   
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The Psalms were written about Jesus.  

(Luke 24:13-53)  

 

The Old Testament Scriptures, as discussed by the Jews, 

were generally divided into three main sections: the Law of 

Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms. The testimony of Jesus, 

as is plainly evident in this final chapter of Luke’s Gospel, is 

that the principle subject of all three major divisions of the 

Old Testament is Christ Himself: “all things must be fulfilled 

which were written in the Law of Moses and the Prophets 

and the Psalms concerning Me” (verse 44).   

Among Reformed writers, no one contends that Jesus’ 

fulfillment of the Law of Moses and the Prophets renders 

these portions of divine revelation obsolete for the New 

Testament Church. Yet it is not uncommon to find certain 

Reformed writers arguing that the Psalms, now that they have 

been fulfilled by Jesus, are no longer fit to be the exclusive 

songs of praise for the Church. Instead, we are told that the 

people of God are expected to compose new songs of praise 

to express the fullness of redemption as revealed in Christ.  

It might be urged in support of this position that the fact 

that Jesus referred to Moses and the Prophets as having been 

written “concerning Him” did not mean that the Old 

Testament Scriptures were all that was needed by the Church. 

If that were the case, we would not have the Gospels, the 

Epistles, or Revelation. Therefore, the fact that Jesus 

mentions that the Psalms were written “concerning Him” 

does not rule out the need for further songs in addition to the 

Psalms, any more than Jesus’ mention of Moses and the 

Prophets rules out the need for the Gospels, Epistles, and 

Revelation. 

This argumentation, plausible as it may appear, breaks 

down immediately when it is remembered that God gave us 

the Gospels, Epistles and Revelation through the inspiration 

of His Holy Spirit. God did not give us a New Testament 

Book of Psalms to express our praise for “the fullness of 

redemption as revealed in Christ.” God’s word in the New 

Testament commands us to “teach and admonish one another 

with inspired songs, hymns and songs,” and yet there is not in 
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all of the scope of the New Testament, a collection of 

“inspired songs, hymns and songs” from which we are to 

sing.  

There is only one compelling conclusion:  God has 

already given to His Church a collection of “inspired psalms, 

hymns and songs” which do express the fullness of 

redemption as revealed in Christ and that collection of “songs 

about Jesus” is so complete that it needs no further 

improvement to make it the perfect hymnbook for the Church 

in every age. 

Clearly, for Jesus, all of the content of the Psalms was 

written “concerning Him.” A survey of quotations from the 

Psalms throughout the Gospel accounts confirms that these 

inspired songs were regarded by Christ and His disciples as 

the testimony of the Savior’s redemptive work. There is 

simply no basis in Scripture for regarding the Psalms as 

insufficient to express the fullness of the glorious work of 

our Redeemer and King, Jesus Christ.  Jesus Himself did not 

think of them in this way, but instead used them as evidence 

to prove the fulfillment of God’s promises alongside of 

Moses and the Prophets.  

The Apostles were commissioned and inspired by God’s 

Spirit to add additional written revelation to the testimony of 

the Old Testament, which we have in the form of the New 

Testament Gospels and Epistles. Yet, significantly, we find 

no inspired New Testament “supplement” to the Book of 

Psalms, nor any hint of a command from Christ for “New 

Covenant Psalms” to be written or sung in His Church. There 

was no “David” found among the Apostles, whose divine 

commission included the development of a New Covenant 

Book of Psalms. Instead, both Jesus and His disciples were 

content to sing the Psalms of the original David, who “being 

a prophet being a prophet, spoke concerning the resurrection 

of the Christ, that His soul was not left in Hades, nor did His 

flesh see corruption” (Acts 2:30-31). Why is this, except that 

the Book of Psalms, seen in the light of the completed work 

of Christ, was considered a sufficient and perfect expression 

of praise for the New Covenant people of God?     

In using this collection of inspired songs, the Church has 

always been blessed and strengthened according to the power 
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that works by the Spirit through the divine word. In 

neglecting or replacing these inspired songs with the 

compositions of uninspired men, however excellent they 

appear to be, the Church has always been deprived of that 

measure of divine grace which only the infallible Word of 

God can convey. Roland Ward writes: 

 

“It has often been commented that what people 

believe is known by what they sing. The average 

collection of hymns has a life of about 30 years. It comes 

under criticism and is eventually revised. Many of the 

finest hymns of the 19
th
 century are disappearing now, 

while many others, with some justification, are being 

dropped as sentimental or theologically unsound. 

Choruses have an even shorter life and expose one to a 

limited range of truth even if quite a few are drawn from 

Scripture. But the Psalter endures, its theology is truly 

Biblical, and a particular version lasts much longer than 

an ordinary hymnbook. There are riches in the Psalter 

that only patient effort under God’s blessing will reveal. 

Its themes have a striking similarity to the themes of 

worship in heaven as presented in the book of 

Revelation. It was ahead of its time in the Old Testament 

and only now in the New Testament can it be sung with 

full understanding. Let us sing it!” 
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Chapter 43 
Worship in John 

 

The fourth Gospel, from beginning to end, points us to 

the living Word of God, which “became flesh and dwelt 

among us” in Jesus Christ. The transition from Old to New 

Testament worship is portrayed, not as a shift from regulated 

to free-form worship, but as the realization in Christ of the 

simple, word-centered worship that God has always sought 

from His people.  

 

Jesus came to manifest grace and truth 
through the Word. (John 1:1-18) 

 

The main theme of John’s Gospel is evident from its 

opening verse. His burden was to declare Jesus Christ as the 

Word of God come into the world. The author of Hebrews 

makes this same point when he writes, “God, who at various 

times and in various ways spoke in time past to the fathers by 

the prophets, has in these last days spoken to us by His Son” 

(Heb. 1:1).  

Throughout John’s Gospel the focus is upon the truth 

that was made known to the world in the person of Jesus 

Christ. Jesus is called “the Word” because He is the very 

essence of the mind and wisdom of God. When “the word 

was made flesh” in the incarnation of Jesus, the fulfillment of 

God’s wisdom was made known to mankind. Yet men, in the 

darkness of their rebellious hearts, did not receive the light of 

Christ. They preferred their own “light” and refused to 

submit their hearts to the Word. This is a testimony to the 

depraved heart of man, who stubbornly resists the truth in 

order to continue doing what pleases himself.  

Not all, however, remained in this state of darkened 

blindness.  John tells us that “as many as received Him, to 

them He gave the right to become children of God, to those 

who believe in His name: who were born, not of blood, nor of 

the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God” (vss. 

12-13). There were some who, by grace, were given the 

power or ability to become children of God by believing in 
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Jesus. These were born, says John, not according to human 

will in any form, but by the gracious power of God in them. It 

takes the power of Divine grace, through the Word, to change 

a hardened and blind sinner into a child of God.  With this 

change of heart comes the understanding that Jesus Christ is 

the complete fulfillment of all that the Scriptures promised.  

When John says, “The law was given through Moses, but 

grace and truth through Jesus Christ,” he is not saying that 

the law of Moses was opposed to grace or truth. To conclude 

this would be a great insult to the Spirit who inspired the Old 

Testament Scriptures. What John is pointing us to is the fact 

that Jesus Christ was the fullness of grace and truth promised 

and foreshadowed in the laws of Moses.  

This is the key to understanding the transition between 

Old and New Testament worship. In Jesus Christ, the full 

truth has been revealed. The ceremonial laws are therefore 

swept away before the glorious light of “the Word made 

flesh.” In our worship, therefore, we need nothing but the 

pure Word of God in order to know and experience the 

fullness of God’s grace and truth. The Word is life and light 

and truth. To desire anything besides the Divine Word in our 

worship is to prefer our own darkness to God’s abundant 

light. 

 

Jesus came to establish true temple 
worship. (John 2:13-22) 

 

John, like the other Gospel writers, records the story of 

Jesus’ driving of the merchandisers out of the temple, but he 

adds some important observations. He specially emphasizes 

the zeal that Jesus had for the Lord’s house, his love and 

respect for the temple. He also records Jesus’ words to the 

Jews concerning the destroying of the temple and His raising 

it up again in three days, by which John tells us that “He was 

speaking of the temple of His body.”  

As we have seen in our overview of worship in the Bible, 

a main theme of the prophets concerning Jesus was that He 

would establish the true temple in the fullness of its glory. 

That temple would not be a physical building, like the old 
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one, but the spiritual body of Christ which reflects the glory 

of the heavenly temple. Yet while the first temple stood, 

Jesus was zealous for its purity. He would not have the 

worship of God defiled in any way.  

Some have argued that we find indications in the book of 

John that Jesus participated in, and therefore approved, 

certain practices among the Jews which were introduced into 

the temple worship by human tradition. If this were so, then it 

would seem that Jesus Himself was not concerned with strict 

observance of the Regulative Principle of Worship, but 

showed by His example that it is permissible to add human 

traditions to God’s worship. The examples cited include John 

7:37-39, where Jesus stands up at the feast of Tabernacles 

and declares Himself to be the true source of “living water.” 

It is presumed that Jesus was making reference to a Jewish 

tradition which had been added to the feast of Tabernacles in 

which water was symbolically poured out by the priests each 

day except the eighth. Another example is found in John 

8:12, where Jesus’ statement that He is “the light of the 

world” is presumed to be a purposeful comparison of Himself 

to the tradition of placing large golden lamps in the Court of 

Women to be lit at the beginning of the feast of Tabernacles.  

The third example is found in John 10:22-23, where Jesus is 

found walking “in the temple, in Solomon’s porch” during 

the feast of Dedication (Hanukah), which was a man-made 

celebration.  

There is nothing in these passages, however, that gives 

the slightest indication that Jesus approved of these man-

made additions to God’s prescribed worship, much less that 

He actually participated in them. What is plainly apparent is 

that Jesus consistently declared to the people at the temple, 

regardless of the circumstances for which they were gathered, 

that they were looking in the wrong place for the truth. He 

was the true Temple, and the genuine source of every 

spiritual blessing.  

The feasts that God prescribed were intended to prepare 

them for Him, and the traditions that men invented could 

never lead them to the truth. In time, the physical temple 

would be destroyed, and the heavenly temple with its 

spiritual worship would take its place.   
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True worship is in spirit and in truth. 
(John 4:1-26) 

 

The statements of Jesus to the Samaritan woman 

concerning true worship have been wrongly interpreted by 

many to mean that New Testament worship, in contrast to 

Old Testament worship, is “spiritual” in the sense that it no 

longer matters what particular activities are done as long as 

we are sincerely seeking to express our devotion to God.  

Aside from the fact that this interpretation emphasizes the 

words “in spirit” while practically ignoring the implications 

of the words “in truth,” a fundamental theological error is 

made.  

The assumption is that when Jesus says that God is to be 

worshipped “in spirit” He is referring to the spirit of the 

worshipper. But, as Michael Bushell points out, the word 

“spirit” in the Old Testament “generally has reference, not to 

spiritual as opposed to material being, but to spirit as life-

giving, creative activity, as that which gives life to material 

beings.” The comparison that Jesus makes between the 

“spirit” in worship and the life-giving power of the Living 

water shows that this is the sense intended here.  

Jesus, therefore, in saying that true worshippers must 

worship “in spirit,” is not referring to the human spirit of the 

worshipper, as if inward spiritual sincerity makes any act of 

worship acceptable before God. Instead, He is referring to the 

Holy Spirit, who is the source of true worship both internally 

(by awakening the human spirit to seek after God) and 

externally (by revealing the truth concerning how God 

desires to be approached by His people). To worship God “in 

spirit and in truth” is to worship Him according to the Spirit 

of Truth, whose truth is revealed in the Scriptures.  

The idea that Jesus is introducing a departure from the 

Old Testament principles of worship, as if New Testament 

worship is governed by a different principle, is refuted by His 

own words. The point of the phrase “an hour is coming and 

now is” is not that a new principle of worship has now been 

inaugurated, or is about to be introduced, but rather that the 
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same abiding principle that is at the heart of worship in both 

dispensations is at last to be realized in its fullness. When 

Christ replaces the temple, the place of true worship will no 

longer be an issue, but the content of true worship will 

forever remain that which is according to the spirit, and 

according to truth. Let’s look at the passage itself more 

closely… 

 

1. The Samaritan woman recognized that Jesus spoke 

with divine authority. “Sir, I perceive that You are a 

prophet.” 

 

2. Based upon that perception, she sought clarification 

about the matter of worship. "Our fathers worshipped on this 

mountain (Mt. Gerizim), and you Jews say that in Jerusalem 

is the place where one ought to worship." 

 

3. Jesus dealt with her immediate question first. 

 

a. He proclaimed to her that an end was coming to 

the distinction regarding the place of worship. 

"Woman, believe Me, the hour is coming when 

you will neither on this mountain, nor in 

Jerusalem, worship the Father." 

 

b. He exposed the Samaritan worship as being 

wrong, not only with regard to the place, but 

even with regard to the object. "You worship 

what you do not know." 

 

c. He affirmed the validity of the current worship of 

the Jews as opposed to the Samaritans. "we 

worship what we know, for salvation is of the 

Jews." 

 

d. The difference between the correct object of 

worship and the incorrect object of worship was 

a matter of "knowledge," which comes only by 

the revealed will of God. 
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4. Jesus went beyond her immediate question to instruct 

the Samaritan woman in the true nature of New Covenant 

worship. 

 

a. He affirmed the continuity of the principle of 

worship in both dispensations. "But the hour is 

coming, and now is, when true worshippers will 

worship the Father in spirit and truth." Worship 

"in spirit and truth" is not a new principle for the 

New Covenant that replaces the Regulative 

Principle of the Old Covenant.  

 

b. That uniform principle of worship includes two 

main points. 

 

(1) The Father must be worshipped in spirit. 

 

George Hutcheson writes: “The time was 

even at hand wherein not only there should 

be no distinction of place or nations in the 

matter of worship, but in place of carnal and 

typical worship, performed by the Jews in 

one place, all true worshippers, in every 

place, should worship ‘in spirit and in truth;’ 

for which He gives two reasons: first, that 

God requires such worship; secondly, that 

this is most agreeable and pleasing to His 

spiritual nature. As for these two properties 

of worship – ‘in spirit and in truth’ – they 

come to one substance, that instead of 

external ceremonies, which are called carnal; 

and shadows, the Lord would have a spiritual 

worship, and the truth of what was 

represented by these shadows.” 

 

(2) The Father must be worshipped in truth. 

 

Gordon Keddie notes: “The inclusion of 

‘truth’ ensures that worship is not reduced to 

whatever feels right subjectively. Truth is the 
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Word of God, and true worship is truth-

driven, according to the regulative 

prescription of the Scriptures.” 

 

c. Jesus affirms that these are the kind of 

worshippers that God "is seeking." 

  

d. Jesus repeats the two main aspects of genuine 

worship, basing them on the nature of God 

Himself, who "is Spirit." Worship must therefore 

conform to His nature and character - not to the 

physical nature and character of man. 

 

As Michael Bushell writes: “The Spirit that is the source 

of eternal life must also be the source of true worship. If we 

assume that the Spirit works only in and through His word, it 

is a fair inference from this principle that all true worship 

must be founded upon the Holy Scriptures… Acceptable 

worship must be consonant with the character of God as it is 

revealed to us in the Scriptures, and must be in conformity 

with that sufficient rule at every point. Only that worship that 

proceeds ultimately from the Spirit through His word is 

pleasing to God.” 

 

The Holy Spirit works according to God’s 
Word. (John 16:7-15; 17:17) 

 

Before departing from this world, Jesus promised that He 

would send the Holy Spirit to the great advantage of His 

disciples. The influence of the Holy Spirit, because not 

limited by constraints of time and space, would be deeper and 

more far-reaching than the influence of Jesus while He was 

on the earth. He is called “the Spirit of truth,” who “will 

guide you into all truth.” His role is to make known the 

objective truth of God to men, and to make it known in all of 

its fullness.  

In all of Scripture, and particularly in John’s Gospel, the 

work of the Spirit is always tied to the Word. He is the breath 

of God, and all Scripture is “God-breathed” and therefore 
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profitable. Jesus told His disciples that the Holy Spirit “will 

not speak on His own authority, but whatever He hears He 

will speak.” This refers to the role of the Spirit in revealing 

and applying the Word of God. Even He does not presume to 

speak on His own, but only speaks what He hears from the 

Father and the Son.  

This aspect of the work of the Holy Spirit is important 

for our understanding of worship, especially in light of the 

fact that “true worshippers must worship the Father in spirit 

and in truth.” If the Spirit Himself, who is part of the Eternal 

Godhead, does not “speak on His own,” but reveals only 

what He hears from the Father, why would any mere man 

presume to “speak on his own” concerning matters of the 

worship of Almighty God? In what sense could such worship, 

which is according to man’s own speaking, be considered to 

be “in spirit and in truth”?  

Jesus plainly reveals in His High Priestly prayer that the 

means employed by the Spirit to sanctify believers is the 

Word of God. The Old Testament saints were sanctified, or 

set apart, through outward ceremonies. We are sanctified by 

the Spirit of Truth through the Word of Truth.  

 

What God has revealed to us in Scripture is 
sufficient. (John 20:30-31; 21:24-25) 

 

John’s Gospel contains two statements concerning the 

content of the Bible that deserve notice in the discussion of 

worship because of their relationship to the principle of the 

sufficiency of Scripture. At the end of chapter 20, John 

testifies that Jesus did many other signs in the presence of 

His disciples which are not written in this book. This 

statement raises some important questions.  

Why is it that certain events in the life of Jesus were 

recorded in the inspired Scriptures, while others were left 

out? And perhaps more importantly, why did John, under the 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit, specifically mention this fact? 

The answer to the first question is found in John’s second 

statement, which appears at the end of chapter 21. There the 

beloved Apostle tells us that if everything that Jesus did were 
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recorded, the world itself could not contain the books that 

would be written. There can be no doubt that every detail of 

the life of Jesus was pregnant with importance, and yet there 

was a practical limit to what could be recorded in the written 

account of His life and work.  

The answer to the second question is found in John’s 

statement at the close of chapter 20: “but these are written 

that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, 

and that believing you may have life in His name.”  John saw 

fit to tell us that the written record was “incomplete” in order 

to emphasize the fact that the actual content of the inspired 

Scripture is completely sufficient to communicate to us all 

that is necessary for our salvation.  God left nothing out of 

the inspired Word that we need to draw near to Him, and thus 

our worship needs nothing that God has not revealed to us 

there. 
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Chapter 44 
Worship in Acts 

 

The book of Acts records the events surrounding the 

establishment and growth of the New Covenant Church as it 

spread from Jerusalem to the uttermost parts of the earth. It 

provides for us a glimpse into the life and worship of the 

congregations established by the authority of Christ through 

His Apostles, showing us the elements, meaning, principle, 

limitations, and rule of New Covenant worship.  

 

The elements of New Covenant worship.  
(Acts 2:22-42)  

 

It has been maintained by some that while God 

prescribed certain activities for the worship of the Old 

Testament saints, there is no specific “list” of commanded 

activities in the New Testament that defines the worship of 

New Covenant believers.  It is therefore argued that the New 

Covenant Church has a broad liberty to design its worship 

activities according to what seems proper to the worshippers 

themselves.  This argument, however, is based upon a false 

assumption – namely, that since the ceremonial activities of 

the Old Covenant have passed away in Christ, those who 

maintain the Regulative Principle of Worship must produce a 

similar “list” of worship elements in the New Testament. 

This assumption is false because it fails to recognize the 

difference between the fundamental elements of worship 

which God commanded in both Testaments (which were 

inward, or spiritual) and the distinctively ceremonial 

activities of the Old Covenant (which were outward, or 

physical).   

It is not necessary to find a parallel list of outward 

activities for the New Covenant Church precisely because 

Christ has fulfilled all of the outward and typical activities of 

the Old Covenant. What remains for the New Covenant 

Church are the fundamental elements of worship which God 

has always commanded His people to observe. A summary 

list of these elements is found in Acts 2:42, where Luke tells 



Worship: From Genesis to Revelation 

 414

us that those who were added to the Church “continued 

steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, in the 

breaking of bread, and in prayers.” The authoritative 

preaching of God’s word, the relief of the poor (which is 

what the word “fellowship” means here), the sacraments 

appointed by Christ, and corporate prayer were the elements 

of New Covenant worship. The only “outward” activity was 

the Lord’s Supper, but this was appointed by Christ Himself. 

The other elements were commanded by God for the Old 

Covenant Church, and the New Testament saints simply 

continued to worship God as He had prescribed – only “in 

spirit and in truth,” with all of the typical activities stripped 

away.  

The singing of Psalms was also a central part of the life 

and worship of the early Church, and continued as a 

fundamental element of worship. Peter’s use of the Psalms in 

his Pentecost sermon clearly shows that he regarded David’s 

Psalms as prophetic songs about Christ, and the first 

persecution of the Apostles was followed by a time of praise 

in which the gathered Church sang together from Psalm 2 

(see Acts 4:23-31). God has in fact given to us in the New 

Testament a list of the fundamental elements of New 

Covenant worship. Let us continue steadfastly in them “with 

gladness and simplicity of heart.”     

 

The meaning of New Covenant worship.  

(Acts 6:13-14; 21:27-28) 
 

As we observed in the writings of the post-exilic 

prophets, as well as in the Gospels, the Jews were blind to 

the spiritual implications of the temple. They failed to 

understand that the purpose of the temple and its ceremonies 

was to point them to Christ. When He came in fulfillment of 

these things, they stubbornly held on to the outward shadows 

and rejected the true reality. In short, they missed the real 

meaning of worship, which was always to point to Jesus 

Christ.  

When the Apostles began to proclaim Christ as the 

fulfillment of the Old Covenant promises, the Jews accused 
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them of speaking “against the temple” and “the customs of 

Moses.” In reality, the Apostles were supporting the temple 

and the customs of Moses and proclaiming their true 

meaning. When Paul was given the opportunity to defend his 

teaching before the Jews, he punctuated his message with 

references to the fulfillment of God’s word through the 

prophets.  

 

"Men and brethren, sons of the family of Abraham, 

and those among you who fear God, to you the word of 

this salvation has been sent. For those who dwell in 

Jerusalem, and their rulers, because they did not know 

Him, nor even the voices of the Prophets which are read 

every Sabbath, have fulfilled them in condemning Him. 

And though they found no cause for death in Him, they 

asked Pilate that He should be put to death. Now when 

they had fulfilled all that was written concerning Him, 

they took Him down from the tree and laid Him in a 

tomb. But God raised Him from the dead. He was seen 

for many days by those who came up with Him from 

Galilee to Jerusalem, who are His witnesses to the 

people. And we declare to you glad tidings -- that 

promise which was made to the fathers. God has fulfilled 

this for us their children, in that He has raised up Jesus. 

As it is also written in the second Psalm: 'You are My 

Son, Today I have begotten You.' And that He raised 

Him from the dead, no more to return to corruption, He 

has spoken thus: 'I will give you the sure mercies of 

David.' Therefore He also says in another Psalm: 'You 

will not allow Your Holy One to see corruption.' For 

David, after he had served his own generation by the will 

of God, fell asleep, was buried with his fathers, and saw 

corruption; but He whom God raised up saw no 

corruption. Therefore let it be known to you, brethren, 

that through this Man is preached to you the forgiveness 

of sins; and by Him everyone who believes is justified 

from all things from which you could not be justified by 

the law of Moses. Beware therefore, lest what has been 

spoken in the prophets come upon you: ‘Behold, you 

despisers, Marvel and perish! For I work a work in your 



Worship: From Genesis to Revelation 

 416

days, A work which you will by no means believe, 

Though one were to declare it to you' " (Acts 13:26-41) 

 

Even in their murderous rebellion against Christ “they 

had fulfilled all that was written concerning Him.” 

Throughout his discourse in Acts 13, Paul made reference to 

the Psalms in order to demonstrate that their primary 

meaning could only be understood in terms of their 

fulfillment in Jesus Christ. Jesus had accomplished what 

observance of the ceremonial laws of Moses could never 

accomplish: justification (Acts 13:39).  

Then Paul brought his message home: “Beware 

therefore, lest what has been spoken in the prophets come 

upon you: ‘Behold, you despisers, Marvel and perish! For I 

work a work in your days, A work which you will by no 

means believe, Though one were to declare it to you.’”  This 

quote from Habakkuk referred to the destruction of 

Jerusalem, which the Jews had not believed possible. By 

applying these words to the first century Jews, Paul affirmed 

the fact that Jesus would indeed “destroy this place and 

change the customs of Moses.” The shadows were soon to be 

completely swept away, and he called upon them to embrace 

the reality.  

The true meaning of New Covenant worship is not to be 

sought in outward rites and ceremonies. When the Church 

focuses on the outward “enhancement” of worship, she 

returns to the spiritual blindness of Israel and misses the 

surpassing glory of Christ, the fulfillment.    

 
The principle of New Covenant worship.  
(Acts 7:35-51; 17:16-29) 

 

It is striking to compare the messages of Stephen to the 

Jews and Paul to the Athenian philosophers, especially in 

view of the fact that Paul, before his conversion, was an 

active participant in the martyrdom of Stephen. The 

comparison is also interesting because of the similarity of 

content, despite the fact that Stephen addressed the Jews, 

while Paul spoke to a Gentile audience.  



Chapter 44 – Worship in Acts  

 417 

What Stephen emphasized in his testimony to the Jews 

was the sin of idolatry which had continually characterized 

Israel. They “rejoiced in the work of their own hands” and 

“made images to worship” despite the fact that they “had the 

tabernacle of witness” which Moses had been instructed to 

make “according to the pattern that he had seen,” and which 

was later replaced by the “house” that Solomon built.  

What provoked the heart of Paul in Athens was that “the 

city was given over to idols.” As he considered the “objects 

of their worship” he proclaimed to them the One True God 

and exhorted them that “we ought not to think that the Divine 

Nature is like gold or silver or stone, something shaped by art 

and man’s devising.”  

To the Jews, Stephen said, “The Most High does not 

dwell in temples made with hands; as the prophet says: 

‘Heaven is My throne, And earth is My footstool. What 

house will you build for Me? says the LORD, Or what is the 

place of My rest? Has My hand not made all these things?'”  

To the Athenian philosophers, Paul exclaimed, “God, 

who made the world and everything in it, since He is Lord of 

heaven and earth, does not dwell in temples made with 

hands. Nor is He worshipped with men’s hands, as though He 

needed anything, since He gives to all life, breath, and all 

things.”  

Both audiences were commanded to repent of their 

idolatry, which was plainly defined in terms of worshipping 

God according to man’s art and devising, rather than 

according to the pattern revealed by God Himself. The 

Regulative Principle of Worship was not binding upon the 

Jews alone, but also upon the heathen, who were to repent of 

their will-worship and turn to the true God. The principle that 

governs worship is the same for Old and New Covenant 

believers – for Jews in the time of Moses and for Gentiles 

whose ignorance was once overlooked, but who are now 

called to put away their artful devising and worship God in 

truth according to His Word. 
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The limitations of New Covenant worship.  

(Acts 15:13-35) 

 

Some have argued on the basis of Acts 15 that the 

Church has authority to make laws apart from the specific 

command of Scripture and require people to obey them. This 

argument assumes that the Jerusalem Council required 

certain things of the Gentile believers without clear 

Scriptural warrant. If this were so, then it would follow that 

the Church may invent activities of worship, as long as there 

is nothing in the Bible that plainly forbids them.  

This same argument was used by the Roman Catholic 

Church during the days of John Knox. In a treatise on true 

and false worship, he wrote: “I must answer one objection of 

the Papists; for they are never content to be subject to God’s 

Word. The apostles (they say), in the Council held in 

Jerusalem, set up a religion, and made laws whereof no jot 

was contained in God’s Word; therefore the Church may do 

the same.”  

The bold Scottish Reformer goes on to prove: first, that 

the issue in Acts 15 was not the legislative power of the 

Church, but the integrity of the Gospel which was under 

attack by the Judaizers; second, that the Apostles deliberated 

upon God’s Word, and did not consult their own wisdom; 

and third, that the Jerusalem Council did not invent new 

laws, but required only what God had previously 

commanded.  

It is plain enough that the Scriptures require that we 

abstain from sexual immorality, but what about requiring the 

Gentiles to “abstain from food offered to idols, from blood, 

and from things strangled”?  Knox writes: “What precept did 

they have to do so? This last and new precept given by Jesus 

Christ to his disciples: ‘that every one love one another, as 

he has loved us.’ Does not Christian love command that none 

of us do in the sight of another that which may offend or 

trouble the conscience of the weak? And by virtue of this 

same precept, the apostles forbid that the Gentiles shall eat 

things offered to idols, etc., that bearing some part with the 

weakness of the Jews, they might grow together in mutual 
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peace and Christian love. And these are the traditions of the 

elders which Paul commanded to be observed. I pray you, 

what similitude have our papistical laws with this precept of 

the apostles?”  

The Church is limited by the commandments of God and 

therefore, concludes Knox, “all  worshipping, honoring, or 

service of God invented by the brain of man (in the religion 

of God), without his own express commandment, is idolatry.”     

 

The rule of New Covenant worship.  

(Acts 18:12-16; 24:1-14) 

 

The accusations of the Jews against Paul centered around 

the issue of worship, and so they are important to our study. 

In the province of Achaia, Paul was brought before the 

Roman proconsul with the charge: “This fellow persuades 

men to worship God contrary to the law.” The “law” to 

which they referred was, of course, the law of Moses.  

If the worship of the New Covenant Church did, in fact, 

represent a radical departure from the Regulative Principle of 

Worship so clearly seen in the Old Testament, we would 

expect Paul to readily admit the truth of this charge and urge 

the Jews to “get with the program” of the new creative liberty 

the Church was to enjoy in its worship. And yet, a few 

chapters later when Paul defends himself against this same 

charge before Felix, we find him insisting that the charge is 

patently false!  

Listen to what he says: “I confess to you, that according 

to the Way which they call a sect, so I worship the God of my 

fathers, believing all things which are written in the Law and 

in the Prophets.” This hardly sounds like a repudiation of the 

strictness of the Old Testament principle of worship in favor 

of a new standard. Instead, Paul insists that he firmly holds to 

every word of the Law and the Prophets, that is, the Old 

Testament Scriptures, except that he worships the God of his 

fathers “according to the Way,”  that is, in the spiritual 

simplicity of Christ.  

The rule of worship, now as then, is God’s word. 



Worship: From Genesis to Revelation 

 420



 

421 

Chapter 45 
Worship in Romans 

 

Someone has said, “From the vantage point given by 

Romans, the whole landscape of the Bible is open to view, 

and the relation of the parts to the whole becomes plain.” In 

this epistle, Paul brings together the Bible’s greatest themes. 

The significant themes related to worship include: man’s 

inability to properly worship God apart from His Word; the 

spiritual nature of the law; the need to offer up our bodies as 

living sacrifices to God; the prohibition of binding men’s 

consciences in matters of religious worship; and the place of 

the Psalms as Christ’s testimony to the nations.  

 

Fallen man is unable to rightly worship the 
Creator. (Romans 1:18-25) 

 

In the first chapter of Romans, Paul describes the nature 

of man’s rebellion against God. What he writes is true of 

every fallen son of Adam. Rather than believing the truth, 

they suppress it in unrighteousness. They have no excuse for 

this, according to Paul, because God has plainly revealed 

Himself to them since the creation of the world. Every man 

ought to understand that he is a creature and that he is 

responsible to obey his Creator. Yet Paul writes, “Although 

they knew God they did not glorify Him as God, nor were 

thankful, but became futile in their thoughts, and their foolish 

hearts were darkened.”  

So here is man’s basic heart problem: He willfully 

refuses to glorify God and is ungrateful for God’s provisions. 

As a result, his thoughts become futile, and his heart is 

darkened.  He claims to be wise and to know good and evil, 

but he is really a fool because he does not seek God. Instead, 

he makes an exchange. He trades the glory of the 

incorruptible God for an image made like corruptible man. 

He exchanges the truth of God for “the lie,” and worships 

and serves the creature instead of the Creator. The inward 

corruption of man’s heart is outwardly expressed in false 

worship. The natural tendency of every human heart is to 
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corrupt the spiritual worship of God and replace it with 

worship that outwardly focuses on himself.  

When he says that men “exchange the truth of God for 

the lie,” Paul traces man’s problem back to the fall of Adam  

“The lie” that the serpent whispered to Eve in the Garden 

was that she would be “like God, knowing good and evil.” 

Truth is found in obedience to God’s Word. “The lie” that 

man prefers is that he is capable of determining for himself 

what is good and what is not. This corrupt exchange is 

ultimately expressed in man’s worship, when instead of 

glorifying God according to His truth, he glorifies himself by 

exalting his own image.  

All man-centered and man-made worship is an 

expression of this natural corruption. Only the supernatural 

work of God in man’s heart can enable him to rightly 

worship the Creator instead of the creature. True worship, 

then, is not according to man’s thoughts of what is good and 

acceptable, but only according to God’s revealed truth.  

 

The law is spiritual, but man is carnal.  

(Romans 7:14-25) 
 

Some Christians maintain that while it is true that 

unbelievers are not capable of worshipping God rightly, the 

New Covenant believer has a sort of “sanctified 

understanding”  that enables him to determine what is 

acceptable in the worship of God, even though the specific 

activities he chooses to do in worship are not specifically 

commanded in Scripture. There are a number of problems 

with this position, which the teachings of the Apostle Paul in 

the last part of Romans 7 clearly demonstrate.   

First, it is based on the assumption that a “sanctified 

understanding” may operate apart from the Word of God. In 

other words, the truly spiritual Christian is able, through the 

presumed leading of the Holy Spirit, to develop modes of 

worship which are nowhere specified in the Bible as being 

pleasing to God or desired by Him. Yet Jesus tells us that the 

Holy Spirit sanctifies us “in the truth” and that “God’s Word 

is truth.” He tells us, further, that when men worship God 
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according to the traditions of men, their worship is vain. Paul 

says that the genuine believer “delights in the law of God 

according to the inward man.” It is wrong to think that the 

Holy Spirit will sanctify our understanding beyond or apart 

from God’s Word.  

Second, this idea implies that the written law of God is 

no longer the standard by which the faith and practice of 

believers is to be governed. It assumes that the law was 

intended for the Old Covenant saints, while New Covenant 

believers have a “spiritual” liberty from the restraints of the 

law that enables them to be more innovative in their 

expression of worship.  The effect of this thinking is to 

conclude that the law is carnal, but we are spiritual. Yet Paul, 

writing as a New Covenant believer, says exactly the 

opposite:  “the law is spiritual, but I am carnal.”  

Third, those who maintain this view presume that New 

Covenant believers are no longer prone to stray into idolatry 

in the same way as their Old Testament counterparts, and 

therefore do not need to be governed in the same way by the 

limits of God’s prescribed commands. They assume that 

believers today are spiritually better equipped to know how 

to do what is right without strict prescription from God’s 

Word. Yet Paul – surely a New Covenant Christian – 

confesses: “For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh) 

nothing good dwells; for to will is present with me, but how 

to perform what is good I do not find.”  

Fourth, this view implies that the law of God is 

restrictive, while the supposed freedom of the “sanctified 

understanding” is liberating. Paul, however, confirms that his 

“inward man delights in the law of God,” while the law “at 

work in his members” is a law of sin that brings him into 

captivity.  

The law is spiritual. The inclination of men’s hearts – 

even New Covenant believers – is carnal. A truly “sanctified 

understanding” does not elevate believers above the 

prescriptions of God’s Word, but enables them to conform 

their outward actions to the law which is their inward delight, 

despite their tendency to be “innovative.”  
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True worship is presenting your body as a 
living sacrifice. (Romans 12:1-2) 

 

Some opponents of the Regulative Principle of Worship 

cite Romans 12:1 as proof that the New Testament concept of 

“worship” is radically different from the Old Testament in 

that it regards all of life as an expression of worship to God. 

This being the case, it is argued that the Regulative Principle 

simply cannot apply to New Testament worship since life 

contains many activities that are not strictly regulated by 

Scripture.  

It is certainly true that Paul teaches in this verse that the 

offering of our bodies as “living sacrifices” in every activity 

of life is the “reasonable worship” that we are to present to 

God.  It is not the case, however, that Paul’s presentation of 

this broad definition of worship implies that God does not 

continue to govern the specific activities of His people when 

they gather together for the particular purpose of corporate 

worship.  

The Bible often uses the word “worship” in both a broad 

and narrow sense. Can there be any doubt that the Old 

Testament saints were also required to “offer their bodies as 

living sacrifices, holy and acceptable to God” as their 

“reasonable service”? And yet in the corporate gatherings of 

the Church for public worship, God ever maintained His 

prerogative to limit their activities by the express commands 

of His Word.  

Paul’s description of the true spiritual nature of worship 

here in terms that invoke the ceremonial elements of Old 

Testament worship directs us to the real contrast he is 

seeking to demonstrate. Commenting on meaning of the word 

“reasonable” Charles Hodge writes: “The simplest 

interpretation is that which takes the word in its natural 

sense, viz., pertaining to the mind; it is a mental or spiritual 

service, in opposition to ceremonial and external 

observations.” What Paul means by this phrase is that the 

worship of the New Covenant Church, unlike the ceremonial 

worship of the Old, is spiritual rather than external.  
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The word translated “reasonable” sometimes means 

“spiritual, pertaining to the soul.” Far from implying a 

general permission for the New Covenant Church to import 

into its public worship a host of external ceremonies and 

activities of its own invention, the Apostle’s words direct us 

to simple, pure, and spiritual worship that centers upon the 

Word of Christ. The “good and acceptable and perfect will of 

God” is not discovered  by being conformed to this world, 

but by the renewing of the mind according to God’s 

prescribed word.   

No man may bind the conscience of another 
in religious matters. (Romans 14:1-23)  

 

The 14th chapter of Romans has been used by some to 

prove that Paul allowed for a variety of activities in worship 

and commanded believers not to judge one another by a strict 

rule when they came together as a church. A careful look at 

the passage shows that this is not at all the Apostle’s 

teaching.  

First, it must be noted that Paul is not discussing the 

church’s corporate activities as a gathered body of 

worshippers, but the practices of individual private 

Christians. Refraining from certain foods and observing 

particular Old Testament holy days was not something that 

believers were doing in their corporate assemblies, but in 

their private lives.  Paul’s concern was for God’s people to be 

sensitive to the consciences of their brothers in their 

individual exercise of Christian liberty.  

Second, Paul’s concern in these directions is not about 

those things that God has plainly commanded, but about 

“doubtful things.” There were matters of private judgment 

and individual practice about which sincere believers did not 

agree. It was not that there was no right or wrong position on 

these matters, for Paul speaks of “weaker” and “stronger” 

brothers. But when it came to these “doubtful things,” each 

individual was to “be convinced in his own mind” that he 

was obeying God and to refrain from judging others 

according to his own opinion.  
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Third, the concern of the Apostle throughout the chapter 

is that no Christian make his own opinion in a “doubtful 

matter” a rule to bind the conscience of others. This passage, 

rather than disproving the Regulative Principle of Worship, 

actually demonstrates its value and necessity. In the corporate 

worship of the Church, no activity which does not have clear 

and evident warrant from God’s Word may be imposed upon 

others without binding the consciences of some to the 

opinions of others in “doubtful matters.” Instead, the saints in 

gathered worship must “pursue the things which make for 

peace and the things by which one may edify another.” These 

are only those things which may be done by all “in faith,” 

which comes only by hearing and heeding the Word of God. 

 

The Psalms are Christ’s testimony to the 
nations. (Romans 15:7-13) 

 

Paul’s quotation of Psalm 18:49, which he attributes to 

Jesus in Romans 15:9, has important implications for the 

question of the content of the Church’s worship songs. Some 

have argued that this verse proves that “Christ sings other 

words besides the 150 songs” and therefore the Church may 

do so as well. This argument rests on the assumption that in 

order for Jesus to fully declare God’s works among the 

nations, He must sing more than the Psalms. Thus the 

sufficiency of the Psalter as a full revelation of the glory of 

God in Christ is denied.  

We wholeheartedly reject the assertion that the Psalms, 

which Martin Luther called “a little Bible within the Bible,” 

are insufficient in this way. Further, there is nothing in this 

passage that leads to the conclusion that Christ is presented 

as singing anything other than the Psalms. The verse itself is 

a quote from Psalm 18:49! In that verse, Jesus is found 

saying that He will “sing psalms” unto the name of the Lord. 

This was fulfilled primarily in Christ’s earthly ministry 

because He sang psalms – the Psalms of David – in the midst 

of the congregation.  

Even if there is a secondary reference here to the 

continual singing of Jesus along with His Church, it should 



Chapter 45 – Worship in Romans  

 427 

be evident that the glorified Son of God does not sing human 

compositions that are inevitably imperfect and fraught with 

error! The inspired Psalms, sung by Christ and His Church, 

are His testimony of praise to God’s glory among the nations. 

His Father wrote them about Him. What need for Him, or His 

people, to sing anything else? 
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Chapter 46 
Worship in 1 Corinthians 

 

When Paul wrote his first epistle to the church at 

Corinth, he dealt with a number of problems – from divisions 

in the body, to immorality and lack of church discipline, to 

improper conduct in the worship assembly. This pastoral 

letter reveals to us the principles upon which Paul understood 

public worship to be founded, and so teaches us how to 

please God in our corporate assemblies as well as the errors 

we must avoid. 

 

The message of the cross is the true essence 
of worship. (1 Corinthians 1:4-2:16) 

 

In the first two chapters of 1 Corinthians, Paul addresses 

the issue of divisions in the church. He lays out his desire for 

the saints in Corinth to “all speak the same thing” and to “be 

perfectly joined together in the same mind and in the same 

judgment.”  This goal, of course, can never be reached in any 

church where the practices of the saints are based on human 

opinion. The only sound basis of such unity of heart, mind, 

and practice is agreement together in obedience to the sure 

standard of God’s Word.  

The central focus of the Church, according to Paul, is 

“the message of the cross.” This is more than just the story of 

the crucifixion of Jesus, for the cross symbolizes the death of 

man’s pretense to stand in the place of God. Instead, the 

message of the cross is God standing in the place of man in 

order to put to death the ancient enmity created by human 

rebellion. This is why Paul quotes Isaiah 29:14, in which God 

declares, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and bring to 

nothing the understanding of the prudent.” Significantly, the 

verse in Isaiah immediately preceding this is Isaiah 29:13, 

which says, “these people draw near with their mouths and 

honor Me with their lips, but have removed their hearts far 

from Me, and their fear toward Me is taught by the 

commandment of men.”  The message of the cross puts an 

end to false worship, which substitutes the commandments of 
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men for the doctrines of God. Paul goes on to contrast the 

pretended wisdom of man with the true wisdom of God, 

emphasizing the fact that man’s wisdom is based on outward 

observations, while God’s wisdom is given “in a mystery” 

and involves “the hidden wisdom which God ordained before 

the ages.”  

The New Covenant Church is not to conduct itself 

according to man’s false and empty wisdom, but to “compare 

spiritual things with spiritual.” This spiritual wisdom, says 

Paul, is foolishness to the world, since it is spiritually 

discerned. Yet those who have “the mind of Christ” are able 

to appreciate the surpassing glory of that which “eye has not 

seen, nor ear heard, nor has entered into the heart of man.”  

This is the essence of true worship: the message of the 

cross – Christ’s fulfillment of all things – so that the Spirit of 

God may reign supreme, unencumbered by the vain attempts 

of men to “supplement” His wisdom.  

 

The word of God is better than man’s 
opinions. (1 Corinthians 3:1-4:6) 

 

The contrast between God’s wisdom and man’s 

continues in chapters 3 and 4, as Paul rebukes the 

Corinthians for being “carnal” rather than spiritual. He means 

they have been conducting themselves according to the flesh. 

The reason that there are divisions among them is that each 

one bases his faith and practice on the teachings of men, 

rather than pursuing together the truth of God. This kind of 

fleshly thinking can only lead to conflict, as each one 

contends that his opinion is better than the rest.  

To illustrate this truth, Paul uses the analogy of a 

building, whose foundation is Christ. There are different 

kinds of building materials. Some are good (gold, silver, and 

costly stones), while some are not (wood, hay, and stubble). 

These materials represent the quality of doctrine and practice 

in the church, which is “the temple of God” and the dwelling 

place of the Holy Spirit. Paul says that God will “test the 

quality of each one’s work” to reveal “of what sort it is.” 
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This testing by fire will consume the wood, hay, and stubble 

while the gold, silver and costly stones will remain.  

The contrast here is between the works of men and the 

works of God. The good building materials mentioned by 

Paul are all used in Scripture as metaphors for the value of 

God’s Word. “The words of the LORD are pure words, Like 

silver tried in a furnace of earth, Purified seven times” 

(Psalm 12:6). “Therefore I love Your commandments More 

than gold, yes, than fine gold” (Psalm 119:127). “For wisdom 

is better than rubies, And all the things one may desire cannot 

be compared with her” (Proverbs 8:11). 

The opinions of men, in contrast, are like wood, hay, and 

stubble which cannot endure. Therefore, the Church is to be 

built up with the precious and enduring material of God’s 

perfect Word. If its worship and practice is based upon 

human traditions and innovations, it will not stand.  

To reinforce this teaching, Paul explains in 1 Corinthians 

4:6, “these things I have figuratively transferred to myself 

and Apollos for your sakes, that you may learn from us not to 

think beyond what is written, that none of you may be puffed 

up on behalf of one against the other.” This is the rule for the 

Church’s worship: we are not to think beyond what is 

written, but to build up our faith with the incorruptible 

materials that God has provided, discarding all that may be 

burned up as unworthy to be added to God’s holy temple.  

 

Personal liberty is not to be made the rule 
of corporate worship.  

(1 Corinthians 10:14-33) 

 

After dealing with a number of other matters affecting 

the Church at Corinth, Paul addresses the issue of the 

Christian’s liberty of conscience. He begins by exhorting his 

readers to “flee from idolatry,” which, according to the 

second commandment, is false worship created by the 

imagination of men. All false worship is demonic, because it 

is the expression of Satan’s lie that men can be “like God, 

determining what is good and evil.”  
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Every Christian should flee from idolatry, keeping far 

away from any appearance of serving God according to the 

works of his own hands. Yet Paul is careful to emphasize the 

fact that there is nothing evil in outward activities 

themselves, like eating and drinking items that have been 

offered to idols. The meat offered to an idol does not become 

evil so that a Christian who digests it swallows poison. This 

would be to ascribe power to the idol that it does not possess. 

The individual Christian, according to Paul, has liberty in 

Christ to partake of such things without fear of the idol. But 

Paul’s focus in this section of 1 Corinthians is not individual 

Christian liberty, but rather the mutual duty of believers 

when they come together as a church.  

Opponents of the Regulative Principle of Worship are 

fond of quoting Paul’s statement in verse 31, “Therefore, 

whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the 

glory of God” in support of their position. Isolated from its 

context, this verse is used to establish the idea that “all of life 

is worship,” and therefore the public worship assemblies of 

the Church are under no more specific regulation than any 

other activity of life. While it is true, in a general sense, that 

all of life is an expression of worship to God, the whole point 

of this passage from 1 Corinthians is to teach us that 

individual Christian liberty is to be laid aside when the 

church is gathered together, lest any member of the body be 

made to stumble by another.  

There are certain matters in which true believers may 

have different sensitivities of conscience. For this very 

reason, in the gathered assemblies of the Church, it is not the 

principle of individual liberty that governs the activities of 

the body. Instead, Paul gives this command: “Give no 

offense, either to the Jews or to the Greeks or to the Church 

of God, just as I also please all men in all things, not seeking 

my own profit, but the profit of many, that they may be 

saved” (vs. 32-33).  

The only way to avoid giving offense to the conscience 

of all is to ensure that the activities of the gathered assembly 

are only such as have clear warrant in the Word of God. This 

is the principle that governs the Church’s worship: Personal 

liberty is not to be made the rule for corporate practice. Any 
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activity without clear Biblical warrant, although it may be 

permissible for the private Christian in his daily life, is to be 

laid aside and not imposed upon the consciences of others.  

The word of Christ is the rule of worship.   
(1 Corinthians 11:1-34) 

 

Having established the basic principle that the assemblies 

of the people of God are not to be a showcase for individual 

Christian liberty, but rather to be profitable for all through 

the mutual agreement to pursue only what God has clearly 

commanded, Paul goes on to address more specific matters of 

propriety and order among the Corinthian Christians when 

they “come together as a church” (vs. 18). The rule that he 

lays down for determining these issues is not human opinion, 

but the word of Christ.  Thus  Paul  says,  “Imitate me, just as 

I imitate Christ,” (vs. 1) and later, in giving instructions for 

the Lord’s Supper he says, “For I received from the Lord that 

which I also delivered to you” (vs. 23).  

Some might point out that when the Apostle praises the 

Corinthians because they “keep the traditions” just as he 

delivered them, he implies that human tradition has a place in 

the worship of the Church. But Paul is not talking about 

human traditions. He is talking about those things he has 

received from Christ and passed on to the churches. The 

word translated “traditions” is a Greek word that literally 

means “to give up, or surrender.” The King James Version 

translates it as “ordinances.” Paul is referring not to human 

traditions, but to the giving up of human traditions in order to 

obey the commandments of God.  

The two issues he takes up with the Corinthians are head 

coverings in worship, and proper conduct at the Lord’s 

Table. Both have to do with the relationship of believers to 

one another under the authority of Christ. This relationship is 

demonstrated in specific outward practices - the head 

covering for the woman is a “symbol of authority” within the 

Church under Christ (vs. 10), while proper conduct at the 

Lord’s Table demonstrates the unity of the body.  
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But Paul does not base his teaching about these outward 

practices upon human custom or tradition. Instead, he argues 

from the authority of God’s Word. This is the principle that 

governs us when we “come together as a church”: We are to 

keep the ordinances of Christ, just as they have been 

delivered to us by His Apostles, that all things may be 

governed according to His Word.   

 

God’s commandments provide for decent 
and orderly worship.  

(1 Corinthians 14:6-40) 
 

This passage refers to a number of supernatural gifts that 

God gave the Church during the days of the apostles. In those 

days, God was still actively communicating direct revelation 

to His Church in order to help them to understand more fully 

how Christ had fulfilled the Old Testament Scriptures. Once 

the Bible was complete, these gifts would fade away.  

One of the special gifts God gave, was the ability to 

proclaim God’s Word in a foreign language (tongue) which 

the speaker had not studied. Its main use was evangelistic (vs. 

21-22). The Corinthians, however, wanted to “show off” this 

gift “when the whole church came together,” and Paul was 

writing to correct this error.  

It is in this context that Paul writes, “Whenever you come 

together, each of you has a psalm, has a teaching, has a 

tongue, has a revelation, has an interpretation. Let all things 

be done for edification.” Some suggest that this verse proves 

that the Church is permitted to develop its own songs to use 

instead of or alongside of the Psalms of the Bible. What were 

these “psalms” to which Paul refers? There are really only 

three possibilities: (1) he is referring to the Psalms of the 

Bible; (2) he is referring to new uninspired songs; or (3) he is 

referring to supernaturally inspired songs. 

The second option is ruled out, even by opponents of 

exclusive psalmody, because the context clearly links these 

“psalms” with other supernatural utterances, like tongues and 

revelation. Even if the first option cannot be firmly 

established, the third option still leaves no room for the 
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composing and singing of uninspired songs. If these 

“psalms,” as most commentators believe, were supernatural 

in nature, they are no longer found in the Church today. Paul 

gives us this principle to allay pride and confusion and ensure 

decency and order in the Church’s worship: “The things that 

I write to you are the commandments of the Lord” (verse 37).  
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Chapter 47 
Worship in 2 Corinthians 

 

The second inspired epistle to the Church at Corinth is a 

touchingly pastoral letter from Paul to a people dear to his 

heart. He had formerly rebuked them for their sins, but here 

rejoices in their repentance. This letter is full of comfort and 

encouragement in godliness. The major themes relative to 

worship center around the spiritual nature of the New 

Covenant Church.  

A major theme that weaves its way through the book of 2 

Corinthians is the contrast between the carnal or fleshly 

nature of the Old Covenant and the spiritual nature of the 

New. It is this theme that most concerns us as we consider 

the implications of this epistle for our understanding of New 

Covenant worship. 

 

The New Covenant Church has a 
surpassing spiritual glory.  
(2 Corinthians 3:1-11) 

 

The Apostle’s teaching in the third chapter expands upon 

the promise of Haggai 2:9, in which the remnant that returned 

to Jerusalem were told that “The glory of this latter temple 

shall be greater than the former.” In our study of Haggai, we 

noted that the “latter temple” was a reference to the New 

Covenant Church under Christ, and that its “greater glory” 

would not be outward and aesthetic, but inward and spiritual. 

Paul confirms this doctrine with three specific contrasts in 

the third chapter of 2 Corinthians.  

First, he speaks of the word of God written “not on 

tablets of stone but on tablets of flesh, that is, of the heart” 

(verse 3). This is the language of the New Covenant: 

 

“Because finding fault with them, He says: ‘Behold, 

the days are coming, says the LORD, when I will make a 

new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house 

of Judah -- not according to the covenant that I made 

with their fathers in the day when I took them by the 
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hand to lead them out of the land of Egypt; because they 

did not continue in My covenant, and I disregarded them, 

says the LORD. For this is the covenant that I will make 

with the house of Israel after those days, says the LORD: 

I will put My laws in their mind and write them on their 

hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be My 

people’” (Hebrews 8:8-10) 

 

The contrast is between the outward nature of Old 

Covenant worship and the inward worship that we now enjoy 

in Christ.  

Second, Paul says that he is a minister of the new 

covenant, “not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter 

kills, but the Spirit gives life” (verse 6). This is not a rejection 

of the law in its rightful place as a rule of holy living through 

the power of the Holy Spirit. Rather, Paul is stressing the fact 

that the power of the Spirit is essential to impart life through 

God’s Word. Sherman Isbel writes: “The rebuke to our 

generation’s fascination with extra-Scriptural worship 

practices is the apostles’ persuasion that insufficient as they 

were in themselves, the ministry Christ commissioned them to 

carry out would be accompanied by the power of the Holy 

Spirit. As the apostles preached, the Holy Spirit would take 

the things of Christ and show them to men, bringing 

conviction and conversion. Through the Spirit alone will they 

be able ministers of the new testament.” The means through 

which the Spirit gives life are those appointed by God 

Himself, not those contrived or invented by the imaginations 

of men.  

The third contrast that Paul draws is between the fading 

glory of the Mosaic ceremonies and the New Covenant 

“glory that excels” (verses 7-11). The exceeding glory of 

New Covenant worship is not manufactured by the hands of 

men. It is nothing less than the glory of Christ Himself, 

shining forth in splendor through His Word and Spirit. Thus 

Paul confirms the anticipation of Haggai and directs us to the 

true source of life and blessing in our gathered worship. 
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The New Covenant Church has an eternal 
invisible hope. (2 Corinthians 4:7-18; 11:1-3) 

 

As he continues to emphasize the spiritual nature of the 

New Covenant, over against the fleshly nature of the Old, 

Paul constantly rejects all dependence upon human wisdom, 

strength, or endeavor. He speaks of the glorious gospel as a 

treasure hidden in earthen vessels “that the excellence of the 

power may be of God and not of us.”  It should be obvious 

that when men seek to contrive ways to stir emotion and 

create a sense of spiritual power by outward means, the 

“excellence of the power” is evidently “of us and not of 

God.”  

Paul exhorts us to reject all such man-centered thinking, 

and instead exercise the spirit of faith, which believes in the 

power of God Himself, who raised Jesus from the dead, to 

give life to our mortal bodies through His own appointed 

means. Much of the modern corruption of worship stems 

from a lack of faith that God will work powerfully through 

His Word apart from the “help” of man’s creative additions. 

When people look at the Church, they are not to see men in 

Christ, but Christ in men.  

Paul’s contrast between the “outward man,” which is 

perishing, and the “inward man,” which is being renewed day 

by day, further highlights the spiritual nature of New 

Covenant life and worship. Worship is not directed to the 

outward man, but the inward man. Thus Paul says that “we 

do not look at the things which are seen, but at the things 

which are not seen. For the things which are seen are 

temporary, but the things which are not seen are eternal.” 

Focusing on externals makes the Church short-sighted, not to 

mention man-centered.  

But how can we “look” at “things which are not seen”? 

Only with the eyes of faith, which is “the substance of things 

hoped for, the evidence of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1). The 

simple worship of the New Covenant Church may seem 

“empty” to the eyes of the world – just as Israel’s worship of 

an empty throne on top of the ark of the covenant earned 

them the scorn of the nations whose idols of wood and stone 
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were clearly visible. Yet the glory of Christ perceived by the 

eyes of faith far exceeds anything devised by the hands of 

men. Let us determine, then, not to let our minds be 

“corrupted from the simplicity that is in Christ.” 

 

The New Covenant Church does not walk 
by sight, but by faith. (2 Corinthians 5:1-11) 

 

In the fifth chapter of 2 Corinthians, Paul continues to 

develop the contrast between the temporary physical body 

and the eternal spiritual house, which is the true temple – 

Christ dwelling in the hearts of His people. This spiritual 

temple will be seen in its fullness only in heaven itself, but its 

building and development have already begun through the 

work of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of believers.  

Paul describes the attitude of the true believer as 

“groaning earnestly desiring to be clothed with our 

habitation that is from heaven” (verse 2). Our greatest 

satisfaction is not found in richer and fuller experiences of 

visible acts of worship, but in the deepening pursuit of the 

spiritual presence of God through the invisible ordinances of 

the New Covenant temple. We are not to walk by sight, 

fixing our desires and resting our satisfaction upon outward 

expressions of devotion, but to walk by faith, being more and 

more zealous for the genuine experience of invisible 

heavenly blessings – “the substance of things hoped for and 

the evidence of things not seen.”  This is the first motivation 

for our focus upon spiritual, rather than physical acts of 

worship: We understand that our inheritance is not “in the 

body” but in the spiritual presence of the Lord. The modern 

church’s fascination with developing new-and-improved 

visible elements of worship is an indication of its failure to 

grasp the true glory of the spiritual presence of Christ 

through His Word.  

The second motivation for our focus upon genuine 

spiritual expressions of worship is the fear of the Lord. Paul 

reminds us that “we must all appear before the judgment seat 

of Christ, that each one may receive the things done in the 

body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad” 
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(verse 10). The anticipation of giving an account to God is 

designed to stir us to obedience to the standards by which He 

will judge us. If we desire to be “well pleasing to Him,” we 

must conform our practice to His revealed will, rather than 

pursuing our own fanciful ideas.  The fear or “terror” of the 

Lord causes us to approach Him with reverence as the Holy 

God whose nature and Word alone defines what is “good or 

bad.” When there is no fear of the Lord we become like our 

first parents, desiring to be “like God,” determining good and 

evil according to our own self-interested perceptions. The 

consciousness of our accountability before a Holy God, 

coupled with our fervent desire to know the fullness of 

spiritual blessing that He has prepared for us in the world to 

come, causes us to delight in His spiritual ordinances and 

make it our aim to be well pleasing to Him in all things by 

conforming our practice to His perfect standard.    

 

The New Covenant Church is not lawless 
but righteous. (2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1) 

 

Paul’s exhortation for believers not to be “unequally 

yoked” with unbelievers has commonly been applied to 

marriage, the idea being that Christians should only marry 

other Christians. This passage, however, says nothing about 

marriage (although the principle is elsewhere clearly stated in 

Scripture that believers are only to marry “in the Lord”). 

Paul’s focus here is upon holiness, especially in the area of 

worship, for he says, “what agreement has the temple of God 

with idols?” Since believers are “the temple of the living 

God” they are not to enter into alliances with idolaters.  

It has been suggested that “The prohibition against being 

yoked together with unbelievers must be considered in 

situations where significant control over one’s actions would 

be willingly yielded to an unbeliever … We are told not to be 

‘yoked together’ with them in such a way that they 

significantly influence the direction and outcome of our 

moral decisions and spiritual activities.” In other words, the 

practices and influences of unbelievers are not to shape our 

understanding and approach to the Living God. 
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This is precisely the same idea that is expressed in 

Deuteronomy 12:28-32, “Observe and obey all these words 

which I command you, that it may go well with you and your 

children after you forever, when you do what is good and 

right in the sight of the LORD your God. When the LORD 

your God cuts off from before you the nations which you go 

to dispossess, and you displace them and dwell in their land, 

take heed to yourself that you are not ensnared to follow 

them, after they are destroyed from before you, and that you 

do not inquire after their gods, saying, 'How did these nations 

serve their gods? I also will do likewise.' You shall not 

worship the LORD your God in that way; for every 

abomination to the LORD which He hates they have done to 

their gods; for they burn even their sons and daughters in the 

fire to their gods. Whatever I command you, be careful to 

observe it; you shall not add to it nor take away from it.” 

The background for this command is apparently rooted in 

Israel’s constant sin of marrying pagan wives, which 

ultimately led to their declension into false and idolatrous 

worship. Perhaps this is where the tendency to apply this 

passage to marriage originates. This “unequal yoking” 

resulted in two parties pulling in opposite directions, with 

one eventually overpowering the other and moving him away 

from his course.  

The solution, according to Paul, is to “come out from 

among them and be separate” refusing to touch what is 

“unclean.” Our calling is to cleanse ourselves from the 

world’s pollution of worship through man-centered idolatry, 

and “perfect holiness in the fear of the Lord.” Those who 

make it their aim to abhor every form of man-centered 

worship “have these promises,” namely, that God will receive 

them and be a Father to them, and they shall be His sons and 

daughters. Our adoption is linked to our pursuit of pure 

worship, for God’s true children seek in all things to be 

conformed to His image, rather than seeking to conform 

themselves to the image of the world, or worse, to conform 

God to their own images.  
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The New Covenant Church engages in 
spiritual, not carnal battle.  

(2 Corinthians 10:1-18) 

 

In this passage the theme of the spiritual nature of the 

New Covenant is further developed with a particular focus 

upon the great battle in which we are engaged as servants of 

Christ. That battle, according to Paul, is a spiritual warfare 

which involves “pulling down strongholds, casting down 

arguments and every high thing that exalts itself against the 

knowledge of God, bringing every thought into captivity to 

the obedience of Christ.” Such a battle cannot be fought with 

carnal weapons. The effective means for subduing arguments 

and thoughts are the divinely appointed means of prayer and 

preaching.  

Paul’s description of the Christian life in terms of intense 

warfare also exposes the foolishness of seeing worship as a 

form of entertainment designed only to stimulate the 

emotions and produce fleeting feelings of devotion. We are 

engaged in a life-and-death battle for the heart, and this war 

can only be won through the employment of God’s powerful 

weapons.  

In verse 7, Paul again chides the Corinthians for looking 

at things “according to the outward appearance.” He then 

exposes the folly of those who “measure themselves by 

themselves, and compare themselves among themselves.” 

When men justify their actions according to such a subjective 

standard, they are not wise. Instead, Paul provides this 

standard: “For not he who commends himself is approved, 

but whom the Lord commends” (verse 17). When the Church 

gathers together to worship the Lord, her approval is not 

based upon the subjective criteria of self-justification. The 

question is not: “Do we think that what we are doing is 

pleasing to God?” but rather, “What does God think of what 

we are doing?” As God said in Isaiah 1:12: “When you come 

to appear before Me, who has required this from your hand, 

to trample My courts?”   

Like righteous Abel, who looked to Christ in the sacrifice 

of worship, we will be commended by God when we glory 
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not in the produce of our own labors, but in the Lord’s 

perfect provision. William Symington, writing of the spiritual 

nature of Christ’s kingdom and its application to the worship 

of the church, in his classic book Messiah the Prince, offers 

these timeless observations:  

 

“Let those who are in danger of being seduced 

ponder well the evidence furnished in support of the 

spirituality of the kingdom of Christ. Let them be jealous 

of the tendency there is, in the human heart, to be carried 

away with what strikes the senses in preference to that 

which appeals to faith… Visit a cathedral, – where the 

highest acts of devotion are professedly engaged in to 

Him who is a Spirit, and who requires such as worship 

him to worship him in spirit and in truth. There you have 

lofty domes, massive pillars, pictorial decorations on 

which the most accomplished artists have expended their 

skill, splendid vestments, voluptuous music, smoking 

incense, sparkling lights; – everything, in short, to strike 

the senses rather than to affect the heart, to glitter in the 

eye rather than to impress the conscience. These are 

scandalous departures from the character of that kingdom 

which is not of this world… The system which has the 

least of worldly pomp, which least depends on the smiles 

of the world, which has fewest attractions for the carnal 

heart; the system which, at the same time, pays most 

respect to the spiritual principles, and best subserves the 

spiritual ends of Christ’s kingdom, is surely that which 

has the strongest claims on our regard. This is a test that 

few churches can well stand… In choosing an 

ecclesiastical profession [a church to join], perhaps no 

principle of guidance can be more safe than the degree of 

spirituality of which the church may be possessed. We 

cannot be too much on our guard against being deceived 

by worldly glare, or by the worldly advantages which 

connection with a particular community may offer. Are 

there not many who deceive themselves in this respect; – 

many who, in joining a church, are influenced in their 

choice, by the worldly respectability it possesses, or by 

the ease with which, in its communion, they can indulge 
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the love and pursuit of the world; while the reasons by 

which they are determined against other churches, are 

their poverty, their simplicity, their strictness, or their 

spirituality?” 
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Chapter 48 

Worship in Galatians 
 

“The Epistle to the Galatians is my epistle.  To it I am as 

it were in wedlock.  It is my Katherine.”  Thus spoke Luther, 

who considered Galatians the best of all the books in the 

Bible.  It has been called “the battle-cry of the Reformation,” 

“the great charter of religious freedom,” and “the Christian 

declaration of independence.” It’s great theme is the freedom 

that Christ has granted to the Church from all external 

impositions, and the inherent danger of exchanging that 

spiritual freedom for bondage to human traditions. 

 

We are not to rebuild what has been 
destroyed. (Galatians 2:11-21) 

 

The believers in Galatia had been influenced by false 

apostles, who were teaching them that it was necessary for 

Christians to continue to observe the ceremonial laws of 

Moses, such as circumcision and the periodic feasts and 

festivals of the Old Testament. It is important to understand 

this clearly, since Paul’s statements about “the Law” have 

been misread by some as a repudiation of the moral law as 

well as the ceremonial laws of Israel. It is clear, however, 

that Jesus Himself, as well as the New Testament writers, 

including Paul himself, regarded the Ten Commandments as 

God’s eternal standard of righteousness.  

When Paul places “the Law” in opposition to Christian 

freedom, he is not setting aside our obligation to walk 

according to God’s commandments. Nothing could be further 

from his mind! “For the commandments, ‘You shall not 

commit adultery,’ ‘You shall not murder,’ ‘You shall not 

steal,’ ‘You shall not bear false witness,’ ‘You shall not 

covet,’ and if there is any other commandment, are all 

summed up in this saying, namely, ‘You shall love your 

neighbor as yourself’” (Romans 13:9). His focus in Galatians 

is on the ceremonial laws, which had been fulfilled by Christ 

and forever laid aside.  
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Having established his rightful authority as a true 

Apostle by the calling of Christ – a point that had been 

questioned by the false apostles in Galatia – Paul relates an 

incident in which he was compelled to issue a public rebuke 

to the Apostle Peter. The occasion for this rebuke was Peter’s 

withdrawal from fellowship with Gentile believers in the 

presence of certain Jewish believers who had been sent to 

Galatia by James. Peter, who had learned by a heavenly 

vision that the ceremonial restrictions on certain kinds of 

food were no longer in force, “separated himself, fearing 

those who were of the circumcision.” This led the rest of the 

Jewish converts, and even Barnabas, to follow his bad 

example. Paul says they “played the hypocrite,” because they 

were pretending to be something that they were not.  

The nature of this hypocrisy, according to Paul, is that 

they were “not straightforward about the truth of the Gospel.” 

This statement shows us what was really at stake. This was 

not merely a controversy about proper diet, but a controversy 

about the Gospel itself! By returning to the observance of the 

ceremonies of the law, Peter obscured the truth of the 

sufficiency of Christ’s sacrifice, and gave the impression that 

salvation itself was a matter of works of obedience.  

Since the worship of the Church is to be centered upon 

Christ Himself, anyone who requires others to participate in 

outward ceremonies – whether those that God once 

commanded but which have been fulfilled by Christ, or those 

invented by men without any command from God – as a 

means of gaining access to God is guilty of “setting aside the 

grace of God.” Paul puts it this way: “if I rebuild again those 

things which I destroyed, I make myself a transgressor” (vs. 

18).  

The outward ceremonies of worship have been destroyed 

through Christ. Because of this, the Church’s worship is to be 

in spirit and in truth. If it is true that the Galatian Church, by 

incorporating into its worship those commanded elements 

which had been fulfilled and laid aside by Christ, was guilty 

of “rebuilding” that which had been destroyed, what is to be 

said for the modern Church’s implementation of outward 

ceremonies in worship which have never been commanded 

by God at all? 



Chapter 48 – Worship in Galatians 

 449 

At the root of this false and unbiblical worship is the 

notion that God is to be worshipped, under the New 

Covenant, not in the simple and spiritual manner that remains 

when all of the outward elements have been removed, but 

through the incorporation of symbols and activities designed 

to appeal to the outward man. All of this, according to Paul, 

does nothing but obscure the truth of the Gospel, that Christ 

has done all that is necessary to present us before God. We 

are to come to Him through Christ, and not through 

ceremonies.  

 

There is no need for further ceremonies.  

(Galatians 3:1-25) 

 

Paul begins the third chapter of Galatians with a rebuke. 

He says that the believers had been “bewitched” or 

“charmed” into thinking in an unbiblical manner. This was 

especially troubling because the truth of Christ’s all-

sufficient sacrifice had been clearly preached to them. Yet 

somehow they had been led to believe that their worship 

should be according to the flesh, rather than according to the 

Spirit. They had exchanged the spiritual simplicity of the 

Gospel for outward activities.  

It is all too easy for men to be “charmed” into thinking 

that their outward enhancements of worship make them more 

pleasing to God, since the heart of fallen man is conditioned 

to look to himself rather than Christ for salvation. This is 

why there is such a strong opposition between false worship 

and the truth of the Gospel.  

Those who think that Paul may have overstated his case 

by using such a strong word as “bewitched” here would 

realize that they are mistaken if they ever tried to get a 

Christian to see that his use of extra-biblical elements in 

worship is not honoring to God. Paul’s point is that worship 

is a reflection of the heart toward Christ. Even those who 

have “begun in the Spirit” are in constant danger of thinking 

they can be “made perfect by the flesh” (vs. 4). To snap them 

out of their spellbound condition, Paul directs them to the 

Covenant of God. His purpose is to show them that the 
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Covenant was always intended to focus on the promise of 

Christ.  

The ceremonial law, which was added 430 years after the 

Covenant was given to Abraham, was not the Covenant itself. 

It was only a temporary part of the Covenant, which would 

fall away when the promise was fulfilled in Christ. It’s 

purpose was to keep God’s people “under guard” against sin, 

and to lead them to Christ as a “tutor.” The outward 

ceremonies of the law were given for the time “before faith 

came” (vs. 23). This phrase refers to “the faith which would 

afterward be revealed” (vs. 24), when Christ appeared to 

fulfill the ceremonies. From that time forward, the worship of 

the Church would no longer be marked by outward 

ceremonies, but “by the hearing of faith.”   

When the Church returns to outward ceremonies in her 

worship, she has been bewitched into thinking that, having 

begun in the spirit, she can be perfected through the flesh. 

She is, in reality, seeking to annul or add to God’s Covenant.  

 

We are not to return to bondage.  

(Galatians 3:26-4:11) 

 

There is a plain connection between this passage and the 

previous section, where Paul compared the ceremonial law to 

a “tutor.” As he continues to develop the analogy, he speaks 

of the difference between the Old Testament saints and New 

Covenant believers as that between “heirs” and true “sons.” 

The heir, while still a child, is no different from a slave in 

regard to the practical advantages of his position. He is “kept 

under guardians and stewards until the time appointed by the 

father,” and does not enter into his inheritance until then.  

Paul says this is an illustration of the position of God’s 

people in Old Testament times. They were in bondage under 

the “elements of the world” (4:3). In other words, they were 

dependent upon visible, physical, sense-oriented elements of 

worship. When God sent His Son “in the fullness of the 

time,” we received the “adoption as sons” and entered into 

the full possession of our spiritual inheritance. This means 

that we are no longer dependent upon the elements of the 
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world – the guardians and tutors that once were necessary. 

Instead, God has sent forth the Spirit of His Son into our 

hearts to set us free from this former bondage to fleshly 

worship.  

Having laid this foundation, Paul reminds the Galatians 

that many of them were not even under the “guardianship” of 

the ceremonial law. They had been pagans who “did not 

know God, but served those which by nature are not gods” 

(4:8). But they came to know God, or rather, to be known by 

God – as Paul so carefully puts it – by the preaching of the 

Gospel. It was all the more amazing, then, that they desired to 

“return again” to a bondage which was never part of their 

experience in the first place! Those God had saved out of 

paganism had been led to desire the experience of the pre-

Christian Jews! They would rather be Old Testament Jews 

than New Covenant Gentile believers.  

One of the interesting and remarkable features of the 

worship of the Roman Catholic Church is the striking 

similarity between the outward elements it has “invented” 

and the dead ceremonies of the Old Covenant. There are 

candles, holy water, food regulations, incense, priests and 

priestly garments, special feast days, an altar, and even a 

sacrifice (which is what they regard the mass to be). What is 

this but a returning to that which has been destroyed? Most 

Protestant churches, while not utilizing the same bold 

terminology to describe their worship, have fallen into the 

same mode of seeking to worship God according to outward, 

visible means. 

Is it any wonder that Paul was afraid that his Gospel 

labor among the Galatians had been in vain? They loved the 

outward, typical shadows more than the pure spiritual 

presence of Christ in His Word. In particular, Paul mentions 

their desire to “observe days and months and seasons and 

years,” all of which had been fulfilled by the once-for-all 

sacrifice of Christ. When the Church observes such seasonal 

celebrations, whether those prescribed in the Old Testament, 

or those invented by men to be observed in their place, she 

enters into bondage to “weak and beggarly elements.” These 

words are significant because they show us that such outward 

observances are both powerless to convey spiritual grace to 
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the heart, and destitute of any real value to the worshipper. 

Why be in bondage to such things when we have free access 

to Christ Himself? 

We are of the heavenly Jerusalem.                        
(Galatians 4:21-5:1) 

 

Determined to drive his point home to the hearts of the 

Galatians, Paul enters into another analogy to demonstrate 

the fact that Christ has set us free from outward ceremonial 

worship. He speaks of the two sons of Abraham, Ishmael and 

Isaac. His focus is on the fact that Ishmael was conceived “by 

a bondwoman” while Isaac’s mother was “a freewoman.”  

Next, he states that “he who was of the bondwoman was 

born according to the flesh, and he of the freewoman through 

promise.” The connection here is important to understand. 

Paul equates that which comes from the flesh with bondage 

and that which comes from faith with liberty. This point is 

absolutely contrary to the view of most modern Christians, 

who equate fleshly self-expression with freedom and 

adherence by faith to the Word of God with bondage!  

Paul explains to his readers that Ishmael and Isaac are 

symbols of “the two covenants.” The one is identified with 

the ceremonial law given at Mt. Sinai to which earthly 

Jerusalem was in bondage. The other symbolizes “the 

Jerusalem above” which is free and is the true mother of all 

believers. True freedom, according to Paul’s analogy, is 

liberty from the constraints of ceremonies and outward forms 

of worship. If this was true of the ceremonies which God 

Himself commanded for the Church under age, how much 

more is it true that man-made ceremonies which God never 

commanded bring worshippers into bondage!  

Paul therefore issues this exhortation: “Stand fast in the 

liberty by which Christ has made us free, and do not be 

entangled again with a yoke of bondage” (5:1). This 

exhortation is both positive and negative. We must zealously 

cherish our spiritual liberty in the pure worship of Christ, and 

we must steadfastly refuse to be entangled in the bondage of 

man-made trifles. 
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What you sow is what you reap.  

(Galatians 5:16-6:8) 

 

Paul’s great concern in Galatians is between two 

diametrically opposed ways of life. One either walks by the 

Spirit, conforming his faith and practice to the Word of God, 

or in the flesh, seeking only to fulfill his own desires. The 

way of the Spirit is freedom, for “where the Spirit of the Lord 

is, there is liberty” (2 Cor. 3:17). The way of the flesh, 

though pretending to be freedom, is slavery.  

Paul’s list of “the works of the flesh” includes 

transgressions against all of the Ten Commandments, which 

makes it clear that his comments about “the Law” are not 

meant to teach that the moral law is not applicable to New 

Covenant believers. Relating to the first table of the Law, he 

particularly mentions: “idolatry, sorcery, hatred, contentions, 

jealousies, outbursts of wrath, selfish ambitions, dissensions, 

heresies,” all of which result when human traditions are 

imposed upon the worship of God. He solemnly warns that 

“those who practice such things will not inherit the kingdom 

of God.” In other words, those whose only idea of religion is 

based on their activities in the flesh are not trusting in Christ! 

This is a serious statement!  

Contrasted with the works of the flesh is the fruit of the 

Spirit. The nine qualities listed in verses 22-23 have nothing 

to do with outward acts of worship, except that “self-control” 

indicates mastering one’s personal desires and laying them 

aside in order to obey God. This is the glorious liberty of 

worship in the New Covenant Church! If we live according to 

the Spirit, then our worship will reflect our spiritual interest.  

It will not be a fleshly show designed to express our personal 

preferences, but the genuine enjoyment of Christ and His 

Word.  

Either way, God is not mocked. If we sow according to 

the flesh, we will reap only superficial rewards, but if we sow 

according to the Spirit, we will reap spiritual blessings and 

everlasting life. It all depends on what crop you plan to 

cultivate. 
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Chapter 49 

Worship in Ephesians 
 

This epistle, written by Paul to the mostly Gentile 

converts in Ephesus, has as its main theme the mystery of the 

Church, with a particular view to the engrafting of the 

Gentiles into the covenant of grace. Its importance to our 

understanding of worship is to be found in the emphasis of 

Paul upon the continuity of God’s covenant. The Gentiles, 

rather than being a new branch of God’s people, were 

incorporated into the covenant and are therefore governed by 

the same principles of worship that God had laid down for 

His Church from the beginning. 

 

The Gentiles are engrafted into 
commonwealth of Israel.  

(Ephesians 2:11-22) 

 

The epistle to the Ephesians, like Galatians, is addressed 

to a predominantly Gentile Church. This is important for us 

to bear in mind, since much of the modern understanding of 

worship is based on the premise that the New Covenant 

Church, being composed largely of Gentile converts, is not 

bound by the same principles that framed and defined the 

worship of Israel. What we find throughout Ephesians, 

however, is a strong emphasis on the fact that the Gentiles, 

far from beginning a “new chapter” in redemptive history, 

were made partakers of the very covenant to which they had 

formerly been “aliens” and “strangers.”  

After laying a foundation in the sovereign purpose of 

God in election to extend the privileges of salvation to the 

nations, Paul turns his attention to the effect that the Gospel 

has had upon the identity of the Gentiles. He says they were 

formerly “aliens from the commonwealth of Israel and 

strangers from the covenants of promise” but that now they 

have been “brought near by the blood of Christ” and have 

become “fellow citizens with the saints and members of the 

household of God.” His clear emphasis is upon the continuity 
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between believing Israelites and believing Gentiles as 

partakers of the same covenant promises.  

Concerning worship, he says that Jesus “came and 

preached peace to you who were afar off (Gentiles) and to 

those who were near (Israel). For through Him we both have 

access by one Spirit to the Father.” The access that the 

Gentiles now have to God is rooted in His covenant promises 

to Israel, in which they have now been given a place. The 

principles that govern that access to God, then, are not new 

principles for the Gentiles, but the same principles that have 

always governed His worship. The Gentile Church, according 

to Paul, is “built on the foundation of the apostles and 

prophets” – the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments – 

and is incorporated into the one structure of the “holy 

temple” in the Lord.  

To maintain, therefore, that the New Covenant Church 

functions independently from the principles laid down under 

the Old Covenant – except for the obvious abrogation of the 

outward ceremonial elements of worship – is to misperceive 

the fundamental truth that the Gentiles in Christ are engrafted 

into the commonwealth of Israel, thus being made subject to 

the abiding principles that attach to that covenant citizenship. 

Gentile believers discover true worship by identification with 

spiritual Israel, to whom the divine will concerning worship 

was revealed. 

 

We are to seek to be strengthened in the 
inner man. (Ephesians 3:1-20) 

 

In the third chapter of Ephesians, Paul speaks of the 

“mystery…which in other ages was not made known.” This 

mystery was the eternal purpose of God “that the Gentiles 

should be fellow heirs, of the same body, and partakers of 

His promise in Christ through the Gospel.”  Again we see the 

apostle’s emphasis on the fact that the Gentiles are “brought 

in” to what was already in existence.  

When Paul mentions “the fellowship of the mystery,” he 

uses the word koinonia, which means “association, or joint 

participation.” The eternal purpose of God was to create in 
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Christ one body, composed of Jews and Gentiles, who would 

jointly participate in His worship “to the intent that the 

manifold wisdom of God might be made known by the church 

to the principalities and powers in the heavenly places.” This 

wisdom of God is displayed before the heavenly powers 

(angels) when God’s people draw near to Him in worship 

with the boldness of confident access through faith in Christ.  

The wisdom of God is not made known through the 

outward activities of the Church, but through her spiritual 

approach to God through the finished work of Christ. Thus, 

the spiritual simplicity of New Covenant worship is a 

testimony before heaven and earth that Jesus has done all that 

was necessary to enable us to draw near to God in His 

heavenly Temple. When the Church puts its emphasis on 

enhancing outward forms of worship she conveys the idea, 

wittingly or unwittingly, that God requires something more 

than what Christ has provided.  

The Church is to be strengthened, not by multiplying 

sensory-oriented activities designed to create a false and 

fleeting sense of emotional fulfillment, but “with might 

through His Spirit in the inner man, that Christ may dwell in 

your hearts through faith” (verse 16-17). The means by 

which the Spirit strengthens the “inner man” are not those 

contrived by human ingenuity, but those appointed by God 

and accompanied by His power.  “Faith,” through which 

Christ dwells in our hearts, “comes by hearing, and hearing 

by the Word of God” (Romans 10:17).  

 

Walking in unity requires uniformity in 
worship. (Ephesians 4:1-32) 

 

As Paul exhorts the Ephesians to “walk worthy of the 

calling with which they were called,” he highlights the need 

for deep humility of heart and mutual forbearance with one 

another. This frame of heart is absolutely essential to the 

unity of the Church. Without this humbleness of mind, the 

natural tendency of man is to exalt himself over God and his 

fellow creatures. Thus Paul emphasizes the unity of the body 
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of Christ under God, “who is above all, and through all, and 

in you all.”  

He also speaks of the diversity of gifts that exist within 

the Church. Yet these gifts are not to be used, as some 

suppose, for the mere sake of self-expression, but rather for 

the glory of the One who gave them and in the context of His 

Headship over the body. The Church has received gifts from 

Christ in order that it may “come to the unity of the faith and 

the knowledge of the Son of God.”   

That this unity in knowledge comes from conformity to 

God’s Word is plain from the list of “gifts” that Paul 

produces: Apostles, prophets, evangelists and pastor/teachers 

are appointed to equip the saints through the proclamation 

and application of the Divine Word. Paul says nothing of 

“ministers of music,” or “drama teachers,” or any of the other 

myriad of “worship leaders” that the modern Church has 

imposed upon itself. His focus is on the Word, and the means 

that God has appointed for its communication for the 

edification of the body. The only way for the Church to 

maintain unity in the Spirit, and to keep from being “tossed 

to and fro and carried about by every wind of doctrine,” is to 

be anchored in the truth of God’s Word, the only rule of faith 

and life.  

When he describes the natural state of the unbeliever, 

Paul heaps up phrases designed to accentuate the ineptitude 

of man to approach God. He speaks of “the futility of their 

mind,” their “darkened understanding,” “the ignorance that is 

in them,” and “the blindness of their heart.”  When the 

Church frames its activities according to human 

understanding, there can be no “unity of faith” and no “bond 

of peace.” The inevitable result is “bitterness, wrath, anger, 

clamor, and evil speaking.”   

The solution, according to Paul, is to “speak the truth in 

love” and “grow up in all things into Him who is the head – 

Christ.” Growing in unity means growing in our 

understanding and conformity to revealed truth in obedience 

to Christ. Such growth produces God-honoring uniformity in 

worship according to His design.   
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It is our duty to “find out what is 
acceptable to God.” (Ephesians 5:1-14) 

 

The main emphasis of this passage, as it relates to 

worship, is Paul’s exhortation to the Ephesians that they 

“find out what is acceptable to God” (verse 10). The 

underlying framework of this exhortation is the example of 

Jesus Christ, who gave Himself for us, “an offering and a 

sacrifice to God for a sweet-smelling aroma” (verse 2). This 

is the language of fulfillment, as Christ is portrayed in terms 

of His once-for-all sacrifice.   

Paul’s charge for the Ephesians (and us) to be “imitators 

of God” is a call to self-sacrifice after the model of Christ. 

There is to be no self-seeking among the children of God. 

When he exhorts the Ephesians to “find out what is 

acceptable to God,” Paul uses a word that is found often in 

his letters. “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies 

of God, that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, 

acceptable to God, which is your reasonable service. And do 

not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the 

renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is that good 

and acceptable and perfect will of God” (Romans 12:1-2). 

“Indeed I have all and abound. I am full, having received 

from Epaphroditus the things sent from you, a sweet-smelling 

aroma, an acceptable sacrifice, well pleasing to God” 

(Philippians 4:18). “Children, obey your parents in all things, 

for this is well pleasing to the Lord” (Colossians 3:10). 

In each of these occurrences, the word rendered 

“acceptable” has reference to God’s reception of the worship 

that is rendered to Him by men. The background of the term 

is found in the Old Covenant offerings, which were received, 

or accepted, by God through faith in His promise. Two things 

were necessary to make the offering “acceptable.” The first 

was conformity with the prescribed ordinances of worship. 

The second was a sincere heart before God. It was possible to 

have the former without the latter, and vice-versa, in which 

case, the offering was not acceptable, but rather detestable in 

the sight of God.  
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By using this term in writing to a Gentile audience, Paul 

confirms the abiding principle of worship that is acceptable 

to God. Our duty in approaching God is to draw near 

according to His prescribed ordinances with sincere faith in 

the provision of Christ for us. Sincerity without conformity is 

not acceptable, and neither is conformity without sincerity. 

To walk in the light is to walk by faith in God’s Word, which 

is “a lamp to our feet and a light to our path.”  

 

God’s inspired songs are the expression of 
our covenant union. (Ephesians 5:15-21) 

 

Having admonished the Ephesians to “walk in love” and 

to “walk as children of light,” Paul now urges them to “walk 

in wisdom.” He lays great stress upon “redeeming the time” 

in order to underscore the urgency of capturing every 

moment and conforming every activity to the service of the 

Lord. We are not to waste our time in the pursuit of that 

which profits us nothing, but to “understand what the will of 

the Lord is” and to do it.  

The only way to understand what the will of the Lord is, 

of course, is to consult His written Word. It is in this context 

that Paul commands the Ephesians to “be filled with the 

Spirit, speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and 

spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your heart to 

the Lord” (verse 19).  

Many have appealed to this verse as a justification for the 

composition of “hymns” and “songs” in addition to the 

Psalms of the Bible for use in the worship of the Church. 

Others have suggested that this passage has nothing to do 

with the formal worship assemblies of the Church, and 

therefore has no bearing upon the question of appropriate 

worship songs.  

The first argument is easily refuted by two 

considerations. First, we must not interpret Biblical terms 

according to our modern conceptions, but understand what 

they meant in their historical context. We cannot take our 

modern conception of the word “hymn,” for example, and 

read it back into the text of Scripture to justify a current 
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practice. Biblical words must be understood in the context of 

their use during the time in which they were written. This is a 

basic principle of sound Biblical interpretation which is not 

followed by those who latch on to the word “hymn” and 

conclude: Paul authorizes us in this passage to use our 

modern hymnals in worship. Here is the plain fact of the 

matter: The terms psalms, hymns and songs were understood 

in Paul’s day to be synonyms for the compositions of the 

Hebrew Psalter. Michael Bushell writes: “It almost goes 

without saying that these three musical terms did not 

necessarily mean the same thing to Paul and his readers as 

they do to us now. Their meaning here must be determined by 

an examination of their use in New Testament times as well 

as from the contextual considerations of the passage before 

us. The meanings of the religious terms used in the New 

Testament were conditioned to a large extent by the usage of 

those terms in the Septuagint, the Greek version of the Old 

Testament in common use at that time. The three terms 

psalmos, odee, and humnos are used very infrequently in the 

New Testament, and much of the time the content of the songs 

referred to is not determinable from the context. This makes 

the study of the use of these terms in the Septuagint all the 

more important for the determination of how the original 

readers of the New Testament would have understood them.” 

When we turn to the Septuagint, what do we find? 

Psalmos occurs some 87 times in the Septuagint, some 78 of 

which are in the Psalms themselves, and 67 times in the 

Psalm titles. Humnos occurs some 17 times in the Septuagint, 

13 of which are in the Psalms, six times in the titles. Odee 

occurs some 80 times in the Septuagint, 45 of which are in 

the Psalms, 36 in the Psalm titles. All three of these terms are 

used frequently in various combinations by the Biblical 

writers as well as post-Apostolic sources to refer to the 

Biblical Psalms. Among the Psalm headings in the Septuagint 

the terms psalmos and odee occur together 12 times in a 

variety of formats: “a psalm of David, a song,” “a psalm of a 

song,” and “a song of a psalm.” Psalmos and humnos appear 

conjoined twice as “a psalm of David among the hymns.” 

Psalm 75 contains all three terms together. The heading for 
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that Psalm reads: “For the end, among the hymns, a psalm for 

Asaph, a song for the Assyrian.” 

Another important indicator that these three words are 

being used synonymously is the frequent use by Biblical 

writers of a three-fold form of repetition for emphasis. 

Bushell writes: “Most modern interpreters are agreed that in 

Ephesians 5:19 Paul is using the three terms, “psalms,” 

“hymns” and “songs” without intending any significant 

distinction in the terms, such as, for example, Jewish Psalms, 

Christian hymns, and more formal poems of praise. Paul, in 

other words, is here calling the same thing by different names 

‘to give a fuller and more emphatic description of it by 

specifying its various aspects.’ Such rhetorical expansion is a 

common stylistic device in Scripture, the number three being 

especially prominent.” Consider the following examples: 

 

� In Exodus 34:7, God describes Himself as one who 

“keeps lovingkindness for thousands, who forgives 

iniquity, transgression and sin.” 

� In Deuteronomy 30:16, the Israelites are commanded 

to “walk in His ways and to keep His commandments 

and His statutes and His judgments.” 

� In 2 Corinthians 12:12, Paul vindicated his Apostolic 

office with “signs and wonders and miracles.” 

� In 1 Timothy 2:1, he urges that “entreaties and 

prayers, petitions and thanksgivings, be made on 

behalf of all men.” 

 

In light of the clear use of the terms psalms, hymns and 

songs in the Septuagint version of the Psalter, it would 

appear most likely that Paul is using these terms 

synonymously in Ephesians 5:19 to express the fullness of 

praise that is offered to God when His word is sung to His 

praise and the edification of the Church. 

The word “spiritual” means “inspired,” and modifies all 

three terms. The most accurate rendering of the verse would 

therefore read, “speaking to one another in psalms, hymns 

and songs spiritual, singing and making melody with your 

heart to the Lord.” There is no justification here for the 

composition of uninspired songs for use in worship. 
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Concerning the second argument, Michael Bushell 

writes: “It would seem apparent that some form of gathering 

for worship is in view simply from the fact that mutual or 

corporate edification in the singing of praise to God is at the 

heart of the passage.” But even if more “casual” gatherings 

are intended, an argument from the lesser to the greater is 

valid.  

Thus John Murray and William Young wrote: “This 

consideration does not remove these texts from relevancy to 

the question of the public worship of God. For, if Paul 

specifies psalms, hymns and spiritual songs as the media 

through which believers may mutually promote the glory of 

God and one another’s edification in those more generic 

Christian exercises, this fact has very close bearing upon the 

question of the apostolically sanctioned and authorized 

media of praise to God in the more specific worship of the 

sanctuary. In other words, if the apostolically enjoined media 

or materials of song in the more generic exercises of worship 

are psalms, hymns and spiritual songs, then nothing inferior 

to psalms, hymns and spiritual songs would be enjoined for 

use in the more specific exercises of worship in the 

assemblies of the church.” 

Paul’s point is that edification in the Spirit comes 

through the singing of His inspired songs of praise. These 

“spiritual songs” are the glorious inheritance of the Gentile 

converts for the magnification of God’s manifold wisdom.  
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Chapter 50 

Worship in Philippians 
 

This epistle, written to a Church that was dear to Paul’s 

heart, holds forth the same principles and applications for 

New Covenant worship that we have seen confirmed 

throughout the Scriptures. The key statement with regard to 

our study is that found in chapter 3, verse 3, where Paul 

declares that “we are the circumcision, who worship God in 

the Spirit, rejoice in Christ Jesus, and have no confidence in 

the flesh.” John Calvin summarizes the Apostolic letter: 

 

“The occasion of Paul’s writing to the Philippians 

was this, — As they had sent to him by Epaphroditus, 

their pastor, such things as were needed by him when in 

prison, for sustaining life, and for other more than 

ordinary expenses, there can be no doubt that 

Epaphroditus explained to him at the same time the entire 

condition of the Church, and acted the part of an adviser 

in suggesting those things, respecting which they 

required to be admonished. It appears, however, that 

attempts had been made upon them by false apostles, f17 

who wandered hither and thither, with the view of 

spreading corruptions of sound doctrine; but as they had 

remained steadfast in the truth, the Apostle commends 

their steadfastness. Keeping, however, in mind human 

frailty, and having, perhaps, been instructed by 

Epaphroditus that they required to be seasonably 

confirmed, lest they should in process of time fall away, 

he subjoins such admonitions as he knew to be suitable 

to them. 

And having, first of all, with the view of securing 

their confidence, declared the pious attachment of his 

mind towards them, he proceeds to treat of himself and 

of his bonds, lest they should feel dismayed on seeing 

him a prisoner, and in danger of his life. He shews them, 

accordingly, that the glory of the gospel is so far from 

being lessened by this means, that it is rather an 

argument in confirmation of its truth, and he at the same 
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time stirs them up by his own example to be prepared for 

every event. He at length concludes the First Chapter 

with a short exhortation to unity and patience. 

As, however, ambition is almost invariably the 

mother of dissensions, and comes, on this account, to 

open a door for new and strange doctrines, he, in the 

commencement of the Second Chapter, entreats them, 

with great earnestness, to hold nothing more highly in 

esteem than humility and modesty. With this view he 

makes use of various arguments. And that he may the 

better retain them, he promises to send Timothy to them 

shortly, nay more, he expresses a hope of being able to 

visit them himself. He afterwards assigns a reason for 

delay on the part of Epaphroditus.  

In the Third Chapter he inveighs against the false 

apostles, and sets aside both their empty boastings and 

the doctrine of circumcision, which they eagerly 

maintained. To all their contrivances he opposes the 

simple doctrine of Christ. To their arrogance he opposes 

his former life and present course of conduct, in which a 

true image of Christian piety shone forth. He shows, also, 

that the summit of perfection, at which we must aim 

during our whole life, is this — to have fellowship with 

Christ in his death and resurrection; and this he 

establishes by his own example.  

He begins the Fourth Chapter with particular 

admonitions, but proceeds afterwards to those of a 

general nature. He concludes the Epistle with a 

declaration of his gratitude to the PHILIPPIANS, that 

they may not think that what they had laid out for 

relieving his necessities had been ill bestowed.” 

 

Strive to be sincere and without offense.  

(Philippians 1:1-11) 

 

The opening salutations of Paul’s letters are no less 

important than the words that follow. All Scripture is 

inspired by God and profitable for us. Thus, when Paul 

begins a message to a church by identifying himself as “a 
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bondservant of Jesus Christ” we should be concerned to 

comprehend the significance of such a self-designation and 

what it is intended to teach us about God’s church. The term 

“bondservant” is intended to convey more than the fact that 

Paul wrote this letter from a prison cell. He includes Timothy 

in this description as well, yet Timothy was not under arrest 

or confinement. The word used by Paul here simply means 

“slave.” The Apostle to the Gentiles wants the Philippians 

(and us) to recognize that he is a slave of Jesus Christ in all 

that he does. In beginning this way, Paul makes it clear that 

he does not speak on his own authority, but by the authority 

of his Master, Jesus Christ. A slave is not free to do or act at 

his own discretion, or to introduce anything that his Master 

has not sanctioned. A slave is bound absolutely by the 

declared will of his Master. 

When he addresses the believers in Philippi, “with the 

bishops and elders,” he shows by inference that if the office 

of Apostle is subservient to Christ’s authority, so that the 

Apostle is a bondslave of Christ, then the lesser offices of 

elder and deacon are also limited and subservient. This truth 

has important implications for worship because it clearly 

indicates that Church officers, whether Apostles, elders, or 

deacons, have no right to introduce anything into the 

church’s worship or government by their own authority. They 

are bondslaves of Christ, and therefore are only to carry out 

what He commands in His word. The Church has no 

discretionary or legislative power. Its officers are not free 

men, but bondslaves of Christ, who are bound to implement 

the declared will of their Master. A proper understanding of 

this essential fact of authority and submission would go a 

long way toward eradicating the presumptuous impositions 

that have been foisted upon the Church by the mere caprice 

and opinion of men. 

Another important observation relative to worship is seen 

in Paul’s intercession for the saints in Philippi. As he prays 

for them, his desire is that their love for God and one-another 

“may abound more and more in knowledge and all 

discernment” (vs. 9). In other words, he does not want them 

to be governed merely by their affections, but to have their 

affections directed by precise and correct knowledge and its 
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proper application. Verse 10 further defines what this means 

in practical terms. It means that the church is to “approve the 

things that are excellent.”  

This is an important phrase to understand. It means, 

literally, “to accept after testing by careful examination only 

those things which are of eternal value.” “Excellence” in this 

context has nothing to do with the perspective of men, as if 

Paul were simply exhorting the Philippians to be sure that 

whatever they implemented in the Church’s life and worship 

was done in a polished and professional manner. The word 

translated “excellent” here means “to distinguish between 

good and evil, lawful and unlawful.”  

The Church must test every practice by God’s Word, 

determining on that basis alone what is good and lawful, and 

rejecting all that is unlawful with a determination to hold 

only to that which is commanded. She must do so in 

sincerity; and she must be “without offense,” by conforming 

her practice not to the fickle fashions of men, but to the 

enduring ordinances of God. In this way alone can she be 

assured that she gives no offense either to God or men, and 

the result will be a Church “filled with the fruits of 

righteousness to the glory and praise of God.”   

 

Stand fast in one spirit and one mind.  

(Philippians 1:12-2:4) 

 

The general theme of this next section of Philippians 

might be identified as the Christ-centeredness of the Church. 

The central concern for the glory of Christ is seen, first, in 

Paul’s evaluation of his own imprisonment. What would 

ordinarily be considered a terrible ordeal is assessed 

positively by the Apostle because it resulted in “the 

furtherance of the gospel.” 

Paul’s driving concern in all of his circumstances, 

whether pleasant or afflicting, was that the interests of Christ 

were served through them. Is this your perspective? When 

you fall under “frowning providences,” do you seek to 

discern how they work for the furtherance of the Gospel, or 
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are you merely overwhelmed with the personal effects of 

those difficult situations as they concern yourself?  

Next, Paul speaks about the mixed motives of those who 

preached, and again highlights the fact that the preaching of 

Christ was more important than the motives of the preachers. 

Turning his attention to his own inward dilemma, longing to 

be of further service to the saints, but desiring also to be in 

the presence of Christ, Paul summarizes his perspective with 

the beautiful statement, “For to me, to live is Christ, and to 

die is gain.” Again, his motivation for resolving the deep 

inward struggle of which he speaks was to discern the matter, 

not in terms of what was most satisfying or gratifying to 

himself, but what would most serve the interests of Christ 

and bring glory to Him. He realized that his continuance in 

ministry, as difficult as his path had been and promised to be, 

was of more urgency than his own personal desire to depart 

and be with the Lord, which was far better (from his 

perspective). 

Beginning in Philippians 1:27, Paul turns his attention to 

the character and conduct of the Church and, once again, his 

preeminent concern is for the glory of Christ to be seen 

among them. The way in which this is to be seen is in the 

unity of the body: “that you stand fast in one spirit, with one 

mind, striving together for the faith of the gospel.”  The same 

thought is carried into the second chapter as Paul speaks of 

the “fellowship of the spirit” and exhorts the Philippians to be 

“like-minded, having the same love, being of one accord, of 

one mind.” The unity of the Church is to be rooted in their 

mutual agreement in the truth. This agreement is manifestly 

the work of the Holy Spirit, who is called “the Spirit of 

Truth” and who leads the Church into all truth.  

When the Church is divided in belief or practice, the 

impression is created that truth is relative, and Christ Himself 

is therefore robbed of glory. Differences in faith and practice 

in the Church are always the result of the opinions of men 

being advanced to the exclusion of the truth of Christ.  Like-

mindedness cannot result where there is “selfish ambition or 

conceit” as each one looks out for his own interests. Instead, 

Paul’s concept of the unity of the Church involves each 

member laying aside his own interests and desires for the 
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sake of conforming to the truth. The outcome of this ideal is 

a Church that is united in its public confession of faith and its 

outward practice of worship – a Church that conforms in 

sincerity and outward practice to the will of Christ prescribed 

in the Scriptures. 

But unity is shattered when either faith or practice is 

founded upon the opinions of individuals or factions within 

the body. Since worship is the central public activity of the 

Church, divergence of practice in this area, based on the 

varied conceptions of men, conveys the idea that Christ is 

divided. Biblically-directed uniformity in worship, on the 

other hand, is a powerful demonstration of the objective truth 

of the sufficiency of Christ. Thus, the Christ-centered Church 

is a Church where personal preference is laid down for the 

sake of single-minded mutual submission to the will of God 

as revealed through the Holy Spirit in His Word.    

 

Imitate the self-sacrificial obedience of 
Christ. (Philippians 2:15-30) 

 

As the like-mindedness of the Church is based in 

humility, so the humility of believers is founded in the 

voluntary self-sacrifice of Jesus Christ. This, Paul eloquently 

sets forth in the second chapter of Philippians as he describes 

the condescension of Christ in taking upon Himself “the form 

of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men.” The 

particular features of Christ’s humility outlined here are 

essential for every believer to grasp and imitate. Put in terms 

of direct applications, the passage may be understood to 

teach that:  

 

(1) We should not desire to be equal with God. Applied 

to worship this means that we should not presume to take 

upon ourselves the divine prerogative of determining was is 

good and acceptable in the sight of God. To do so is to desire 

equality with God. 

 

(2) We should lay aside our own glory. Worship is not 

designed for the glory of man, but for the glory of God. 
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Imitating Christ’s voluntary surrender of the glory that He 

had as the eternal Second Person of the Trinity means the 

willing surrender of all self-seeking motivations in our 

worship of God.  

 

(3) We should willingly assume the position of a 

bondservant. Just as Christ took upon Himself the form of a 

bondservant, we are called to be of the same mind, 

acknowledging the Headship of God in all of the activities of 

His Church, and not usurping to ourselves the prerogatives of 

the Master. 

 

(4) We should desire obedience more than life itself. 

Christ humbled Himself to the point of death, even the death 

of the cross. He was willing to put obedience to the will of 

the Father ahead of every personal interest, including life 

itself. This is the great message of Gethsemane. And His 

example is to direct our approach to God. We ought to be 

willing to lay aside every motive of self-interest in order to 

conform our practice to the will of God as revealed in the 

Scripture. The wonderful result of this obedience is that we 

find greater blessing in conforming to God’s will than we 

would ever have found in pursuing our own ideas of what 

was best for us. It is only as we die to self that we find the 

fullness of life. 

 

(5) We should crucify the flesh. It is not the gratification 

of the fleshly nature – the fulfillment of emotional needs – 

the pampering of our fragile self-images – or the showcasing 

of our individual gifts that should mark our worship 

assemblies. The flesh is crucified in Christ, that the Spirit 

might live and grow according to His rich provision of grace.  

 

This is the mind which was in Christ Jesus, which Paul 

says should also be in us. If this mind is truly ours, then we 

will find ourselves in humble and willing submission to the 

revealed will of God, rather than striving to make ourselves 

His equal, manifest our own glory, determine our own 

practices, insist upon our own desires, and glory in the flesh.  
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Worship, informed by this Christ-like humility, is the 

voluntary acquiescence to the will of God revealed in His 

Word. To presume to determine proper worship apart from 

God’s revealed will flies in the face of Christ’s holy example 

and exalts the creature at the expense of the glory of the 

Creator. This is why false worship – man-centered worship – 

will-worship, is termed idolatry in Scripture.  

In the spirit of humble obedience, Paul exhorts us to 

“work out our own salvation with fear and trembling.” The 

word “trembling” according to Strong’s concordance, is 

“used  to describe the anxiety of one who distrusts his ability 

completely to  meet all requirements, but religiously does his 

utmost to fulfill his duty.” With holy fear we are to strive by 

God’s grace to conform to His will, knowing that “it is God 

who works in you both to will and to do for His good 

pleasure” (vs. 13). This means that both our inward desires 

and our outward actions come from God Himself, and not 

from our own wisdom or preferences.  

Our concern in worship, as in all of life, is to be the 

pursuit of God’s good pleasure, not our own. This is the only 

way that the Church can maintain its light in the midst of a 

dark world – not by conforming to the world, but by being 

blameless in the sight of God by “holding fast the word of 

life.”  

Worship God in Spirit and have no 
confidence in the flesh. (Philippians 3:1-4:1) 

 

In chapter 3, Paul writes more specifically about the 

subject of worship, and what he says is perfectly consistent 

with what we have seen throughout our study. The New 

Covenant Church is, in fact, the true circumcision – the 

spiritual fulfillment of the outward symbols of the Old 

Covenant. Those who teach the continuance of external 

worship are called “dogs,” “evil workers,” and “the 

mutilation.” These are strong words, but they underline the 

importance of maintaining the spiritual worship that is our 

inheritance in Christ.  
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Concerning our worship Paul says that we “worship God 

in the Spirit, rejoice in Christ Jesus, and have no confidence 

in the flesh.” Calvin’s comments are especially illuminating 

here: 

 

“By spiritual worship he means that which is 

recommended to us in the gospel, and consists of 

confidence in God, and invocation of him, self-

renunciation, and a pure conscience. We must supply an 

antithesis, for he censures, on the other hand, legal 

worship, which was exclusively pressed upon them by the 

false Apostles. They command that God should be 

worshipped with outward observances, and because they 

observe the ceremonies of the law, they boast on false 

grounds that they are the people of God; but we are the 

truly circumcised, who worship God in spirit and in truth. 

But here some one will ask, whether truth excludes 

the sacraments, for the same thing might be said as to 

Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. I answer, that this 

principle must always be kept in view, that figures were 

abolished by the advent of Christ, and that circumcision 

gave way to baptism. It follows, also, from this principle, 

that the pure and genuine worship of God is free from the 

legal ceremonies, and that believers have the true 

circumcision without any [outward] figure. 

We must still continue the antithesis. ‘We cleave to 

the reality; they to the symbols. We remain in the 

substance; they look to the shadows.’ And this 

corresponds well with the opposing clause which he adds: 

‘We have no confidence in the flesh.’ For in the term 

‘flesh’ he includes everything external in man that he 

could glory in.” 

 

New Covenant worship, then, is not outward but 

spiritual. It is not a matter of ceremonies and programs, but 

rejoicing in the very presence of Christ through His Word. 

All of the outward elements are, to Paul, as worthless as 

rubbish. We are not to strive after better flesh-feeding 

programs but after deeper communion with Christ by faith.  
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This is the mind of those who are “mature,” and God will 

reveal it to all who truly desire to grow in conformity to the 

death of Christ. To emphasize this truth, Paul compares those 

“whose god is their belly, and whose glory is their shame – 

who set their mind on earthly things” with those whose 

“citizenship is in heaven.” Indeed, to be carnally-minded is 

death, but to be spiritually-minded is life and peace. God-

honoring worship is not in flesh and in human tradition, but 

in spirit and in truth.  

 

Conform your thoughts and actions to 
God’s written word. (Philippians 4:2-23) 

 

In his parting words, Paul directs the Philippians to the 

peace of God, which surpasses understanding. Man 

desperately needs this peace, because his sinful nature tends 

to break his peace with God by asserting itself in opposition 

to His will. The two primary means by which God grants us 

peace are through prayer and His word. Paul exhorts us to 

surrender anxiousness about our circumstances “by prayer 

and supplication with thanksgiving.”  Through prayer, Paul 

assures us, “the peace of God… will guard our hearts and 

minds through Christ Jesus.”  

Next, he directs us to God’s word by exhorting us to 

meditate upon whatever is “true… noble… just… pure… 

lovely… of good report… virtuous… and praiseworthy.” 

While it is certainly the case that these attributes may be 

ascribed to objects outside of the Scriptures, such things are 

only virtuous to the extent that they conform to God’s truth. 

Apart from conforming to God’s word, things may seem 

noble, just, lovely, praiseworthy, etc., but they are not truly 

so. Our minds are to be occupied with what is genuinely 

good, and our actions, in order to be genuinely good, must 

conform to God’s word. Good intentions do not make an 

action good in itself. Genuine goodness is only found in that 

which is according to truth.  

On the basis of his Apostolic office, Paul makes himself 

the rule for the behavior of the Philippians. He writes, “The 

things which you learned and received and heard and saw in 
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me, these do.” This would be dangerous advice from anyone 

but an inspired Apostle. The things they had “learned and 

received” were Paul’s authoritative teaching. That which they 

had “heard and seen” was his consistent life of sacrificial 

obedience to Christ.  

The presence of the God of peace is promised to those 

who conform their actions to the authoritative word of God, 

as given through His inspired messengers and confirmed 

through their faithful witness. To stray from this rule is to be 

at enmity with God and to strive with Him as if we knew 

better than He what we ought to do. May He “guide our feet 

in the way of peace.” 
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Chapter 51 
Worship in Colossians 

 

The great theme of this epistle is the sufficiency of 

Christ. He is set forth by Paul as the glorious Head of the 

body, whose word is the only rule of faith and life. The word 

of Christ, therefore, is to be the governing standard for the 

worship of the Church, and God’s people are to set their 

minds upon the things above, not pursuing earthly things, 

empty philosophies, or human traditions.  

 

Jesus Christ is the Head of the body.  
(Colossians 1:1-18) 

 

Paul opens this epistle to the Colossians with a 

characteristic appeal to the fact that his apostleship is “by the 

will of God.” This not only establishes the authority of what 

follows, but sets the theme of the letter, which is to underline 

the fact that it is not man’s will, but the will of God in Christ, 

that governs the Church in all of its activities, including 

worship.  

He expresses his thankfulness to God for the fact that the 

Colossians had come to know “the grace of God in truth,” 

thus further emphasizing the relationship between God’s 

unmerited favor and its anchor in objective revelation. The 

Church walks in grace, to be sure, but that grace is always “in 

truth.” Never does the Bible hint at the idea that the gift of 

God through Christ gives His people free reign to determine 

“truth” according to their own subjective standards.  

Through Christ, God’s people have been “qualified to be 

partakers of the inheritance of the saints in the light,” which 

shows us that He has done all that is necessary to give us 

access to the spiritual blessings of direct fellowship with 

God, apart from all external ceremonies.  

Another concern of Paul is to stress the absolute 

Headship of Christ over the whole created world in general, 

and the Church in particular. Christ’s Headship implies 

submission and obedience on the part of the Church, which is 

not to serve or glorify itself, but to take care “that in all 
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things He may have the preeminence.” The proliferation of 

man-centered experiences in the Church shifts the attention 

of the worshipper from Christ to man. Innovations in worship 

proceed from the idea that man has been given headship over 

the manner of his approach to God, with the result that man, 

rather than Christ, has the preeminence in much modern 

worship practice. The Holy Spirit is reminding us of our 

place, that Christ alone may be glorified through thankful and 

humble obedience to His Word and no human opinion or 

authority may usurp the prerogative, or receive the glory that 

belongs to Him alone. 

 

Worship expresses our reconciliation to the 
will of God. (Colossians 1:19-29) 

 

Paul now speaks of the reconciliation that Jesus 

accomplished by “making peace through the blood of His 

cross.” When we speak of being “reconciled” we mean that 

two things that were once opposed to each other are brought 

together. Paul says that we were once “alienated and enemies 

in our mind” against God. This alienation is the result of sin, 

which is the deliberate choice to disobey God’s Word and do 

what we please. Man became God’s enemy through 

disobedience. And Jesus “made peace” and brought 

reconciliation through obedience. “For as by one man's 

disobedience many were made sinners, so also by one Man's 

obedience many will be made righteous” (Romans 5:19). 

The natural enmity of man’s heart against God is 

demonstrated outwardly by “wicked works,” which include 

every act of man that proceeds from his own heart and mind 

rather than from deliberate obedience to God’s Word. The 

death of Jesus, in obedience to God’s will, was designed to 

transform our hearts and incline us to conform to God’s will. 

It was not intended to set us at liberty to do what we please, 

but to set us free from doing what we please.  

This is an important truth with regard to worship. Our 

highest expression of praise to God should not be a reflection 

of the exaltation of our own will, but rather our exaltation in 

laying our personal desires aside and doing the will of God. 
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Our great privilege in Christ is to be “holy, and blameless, 

and above reproach in His sight.” These qualities are not 

produced by casting God’s Word behind our backs and doing 

what we please according to our individual preferences. 

Rather, they are the result of careful and purposeful 

conformity to God’s objective truth.  

Paul shows us that the means that God has appointed for 

perfecting the saints in Christ Jesus is the preaching of the 

Word. He speaks of “the gospel which you heard, which was 

preached to every creature under heaven.” He speaks of 

Christ, saying “Him we preach, warning every man and 

teaching every man in all wisdom.” It is not programs, 

entertainments and performances calculated to manipulate 

the emotions that move us to conform our lives to Christ’s 

pattern of self-sacrificial obedience to the will of God. These 

things only establish us further in the natural pattern of self-

exaltation and doing what pleases the flesh. Paul knew 

nothing of such empty frivolities. His focus was upon the 

pure Word of God, which He knew was powerful in Christ 

for the perfection of holiness and blamelessness in the hearts 

of the redeemed. If we would grow into Christian maturity, 

the Church must put away childish things. 

 

Do not be deceived by the traditions of 
men. (Colossians 2:8-23) 

 

At the beginning of this chapter, Paul expresses the deep 

conflict of his heart for the believers in Colossae and 

Laodicea. Though they have never met face to face, he yearns 

for their spiritual welfare. His desire is for a depth of 

knowledge and understanding to be granted to them so that 

they might have full assurance of their standing in grace.  

Paul understood that maturity in the faith was not a 

matter of stirring the emotions, but of progressing in 

knowledge, understanding and wisdom through the Word of 

God. He also understood the danger that constantly threatens 

to undermine this progress in faith and sound doctrine. He 

knew that the heart of man is easily deceived through 

“persuasive words” that appeal to the flesh.  
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Again, Paul notes the fact that he is absent in the flesh – 

that he has no outward connection with these brethren – and 

yet he assures them that he is “with them in spirit.”  The 

close spiritual communion that exists between fellow 

believers is a reflection of the communion that we have with 

Christ in worship. It does not depend upon fleshly things, but 

consists in our drawing near to Him by faith. The more we 

try to build a sense of imminence into worship through 

outward elements the further we are drawn away from the 

real spiritual presence of Christ through His Word and Spirit 

and distracted by the works of our own hands.  

Paul says that he is “rejoicing to see your good order and 

the steadfastness of your faith in Christ.” Again the two main 

elements of worship that pleases God are prominent: 

obedience to His prescribed order, and sincerity of faith.  

Next, Paul mentions those who would “cheat you 

through philosophy and empty deceit, according to the 

tradition of men, according to the basic principles of the 

world, and not according to Christ.” The word “cheat” is 

literally “take captive.” Paul warns that human wisdom and 

empty falsehoods will seek to enslave believers to the 

traditions of men which are based upon the principles of the 

world.  

He goes on to stress that they are “complete in Christ” 

and therefore have no need of vain traditions or worldly 

worship. Have not Paul’s warnings been fulfilled in the 

modern Church, where human wisdom is the standard for 

worship practice and empty falsehoods displace God’s truth? 

Do we not see the worship of the Church conducted 

according to the traditions of men and the basic principles of 

the world? Does this not undermine the truth that we are 

complete in Christ and deny His headship over spiritual 

things?  

Paul reminds the Colossians that they “died with Christ 

from the basic principles of the world.” Submitting to “the 

commandments and doctrines of men” may have “an 

appearance of wisdom” but it is only “self-imposed religion 

and false humility” and is “of no value against the indulgence 

of the flesh.” The word translated “self-imposed religion” is 

of the greatest importance for our understanding of the 
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Biblical principle that governs worship. Paul is repeating 

here, under divine inspiration, the very principle that 

governed worship under the Old Covenant – Worship that is 

pleasing to God is only that which He prescribes in His 

Word. To add anything to His commands, or subtract 

anything from them, is “self-imposed religion” or “will-

worship.”  

Calvin’s comments on this passage are worthy of serious 

reflection. Commenting on verse 22 he writes that Paul “sets 

aside [or refutes], by a twofold argument, the activities of 

which he has made mention — because they make religion 

consist in things outward and frail, which have no 

connection with the spiritual kingdom of God; and secondly, 

because they are from men, not from God.” 

Summarizing the thrust of Paul’s argument and applying 

it to the Catholic Church, which was the chief offender in 

multiplying man-made inventions in the worship of God, he 

writes “the worship of God, true piety, and the holiness of 

Christians, do not consist in … things that are transient and 

liable to corruption, and perish by abuse... But in Popery you 

would scarcely find any other holiness, than what consists in 

little observances of corruptible things.” 

“A second refutation is added,” continues Calvin, “— 

that they originated with men, and 

have not God as their Author; and by this thunderbolt he 

prostrates and swallows up all traditions of men. For why? 

This is Paul’s reasoning: ‘Those who bring consciences into 

bondage do injury to Christ, and make void his death. For 

whatever is of human invention does not bind conscience.’” 

This was a primary emphasis in the Reformers’ doctrine 

of worship. What poses as “freedom” and “liberty” to add 

whatever elements to worship as seem good in the eyes of 

men is, in reality, a binding of the consciences of the 

worshipper to do what some men have determined should be 

done in the worship of God. By contrast, conformity to God’s 

word sets us free from the commandments and doctrines of 

men so that our conscience is not bound by anything but what 

Scripture requires.  

Commenting on the words of verse 23, “Which have 

indeed a show of wisdom,” Calvin writes: “Here we have the 
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anticipation of an objection [namely, that the activities they 

approved in worship seem to be wise and good], in which, 

while he concedes to his adversaries what they allege, he at 

the same time reckons it wholly worthless… Show is placed 

in contrast with reality, for it is an appearance, as they 

commonly speak, which deceives by resemblance… Observe, 

however, of what colors this show consists, according to 

Paul. He makes mention of three — self-invented worship, 

humility, and neglect of the body. Superstition among the 

Greeks receives the name of ethelothreskeia, the term which 

Paul here makes use of. He has, however, an eye to the 

etymology of the term, for ethelothreskeia literally denotes a 

voluntary service, which men choose for themselves at their 

own option, without authority from God. Human traditions, 

therefore, are agreeable to us on this account, that they are 

in accordance with our understanding, for any one will find 

in his own brain the first outlines of them. This is the first 

pretext.” 

In other words, man-made worship has an appearance of 

wisdom in that it appears to be a voluntary service rendered 

by men to God. It seems so nice for men to express their 

appreciation of God by creatively expressing the feelings of 

the hearts. It is only an appearance of wisdom, however, 

because God has nowhere commanded that men dream up 

their own ceremonies and activities to import into His 

worship. Their service amounts to “will-worship,” or making 

an idol of their own opinions. 

Concerning the second pretext by which man-made 

worship gives the appearance of wisdom, Calvin writes: “The 

second is humility, inasmuch as obedience both to God and 

men is pretended, so that men do not refuse even 

unreasonable burdens. And for the most part traditions of 

this kind are of such a nature as to appear to be admirable 

exercises of humility… Farther, that is a treacherous 

obedience, and a perverse and sacrilegious humility, which 

transfers to men the authority of God.” 

There is, according to Calvin, in most of human 

traditions introduced into God’s worship, a “pretended” 

obedience toward God and toward men. There was an 
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appearance of humility, for example, in requiring men to 

abstain from certain foods as an act of devotion toward God. 

But since God had not commanded this expression of 

devotion, it was in reality an expression of pride to presume 

to bind men where God had set them at liberty. So it is with 

every act of man-made worship. However humble and pious 

it may seem, if it originates in the mind of man it is not an act 

of obedience to God and is therefore an act of pride. 

Calvin summarizes the force of Paul’s argument:  “…the 

principles which he had taken as opposed to this are 

incontrovertible — that the body is in Christ, and that, 

consequently, those do nothing but impose upon miserable 

men, who set before them shadows. Secondly, the spiritual 

kingdom of Christ is by no means taken up with frail and 

corruptible elements. Thirdly, by the death of Christ such 

observances were put an end to, that we might have no 

connection with them; and, fourthly, God is our only 

Lawgiver. Whatever may be brought forward on the other 

side, let it have ever so much splendor, is fleeting show.” 

These principles, Calvin presumed, ought to be self-

evident to those who love God and are familiar with His 

Word. He takes them for truisms which should not require an 

elaborate defense in order to establish them. Thus he writes: 

“… it should be a settled point among all the godly, that the 

worship of God ought not to be measured according to our 

views; and that, consequently, any kind of service is not 

lawful, simply on the ground that it is agreeable to us. This, 

also, ought to be a commonly received point — that we owe 

to God such humility as to yield obedience simply to his 

commands, so as not to lean to our own understanding.” 

Sadly, however, this was not the case in the seventeenth 

century, for the Roman Catholic Church was overrun with 

human traditions and many were held captive by the 

doctrines and commandments of men. Calvin therefore 

laments: “…at the present day, Papists are not in want of 

specious pretexts, by which to set forth their own laws, 

however they may be — some of them impious and 

tyrannical, and others of them silly and trifling. When, 

however, we have granted them everything, there remains, 
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nevertheless, this refutation by Paul, which is of itself more 

than sufficient for dispelling all their smoky vapors.” 

Today the importing of man-made elements, programs, 

holy days, and performances into the worship of God is no 

longer the unique domain of the Roman Catholic Church. 

Calvin predicted the continuation of this error based upon his 

understanding of the inherent corruption of men’s hearts, 

which prove resistant even to the plainest statements of 

Scripture. He writes: “The zeal of men for superstition is 

surpassingly mad, which could not be restrained by so plain 

a declaration of God from breaking forth, as historical 

records testify.” 

All of this notwithstanding, we are plainly shown 

through Paul’s epistle to the Colossians that true religion 

consists in submitting to the commandments and doctrines of 

God and worshipping Him in spirit and in truth. 

 

Set your mind of things above, not on 
things on the earth. (Colossians 3:1-11) 

 

Paul has shown us that worship framed according to the 

doctrines and commandments of men is vain, and that 

emphasis on the external, while it may seem to be wise and 

edifying, only serves to puff up the fleshly mind and denies 

the Headship of Christ in His Church. He now calls us to set 

our sights higher than the things of this world: “If you were 

raised with Christ, seek those things which are above… Set 

your mind on things above, not on things on the earth.”  

This is the governing principle of New Covenant 

worship. If we are dead to the world, then our worship should 

not be based upon the empty elements of the world.  If we are 

raised with Christ, then our worship should reflect our 

fervent pursuit of “those things which are above.” To 

accomplish this, it is necessary to “put to death your 

members which are on earth.” It is the “old man,” the 

natural, fleshly, self-exalting tendencies, which must be 

mortified. We are not to seek to feed the “old man” by 

catering to our worldly preferences. Instead, Paul reminds us 

that we have “put on the new man.”  There has been a 
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fundamental change in our nature and perspective. The old 

man was oriented to the flesh. The new man is “renewed in 

knowledge according to the image of Christ.”  

The result of this, says Paul, is that all distinctions based 

upon outward considerations are gone. Maintaining human 

traditions only serves to highlight the differences between 

groups of men. But Paul urges that all such artificial and 

fleshly distinctions be put aside. Christ is all and in all. No 

human tradition should be permitted to cloud that vital truth.  

Once again we see that man’s self-imposed traditions 

divide what Christ has joined together, while the mutual 

pursuit of spiritual worship erases all human differences that 

Christ alone may have the preeminence.  

 

Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly. 
(Colossians 3:12-17) 

 

Having exposed the emptiness of man-centered worship, 

Paul directs the Colossians to the means by which humility, 

love and peace are established in the Church. It is not through 

traditions born out of human wisdom, for these only create 

anger, wrath and malice as each one seeks to bind the rest to 

his opinions. It is through the word of Christ, which is to 

dwell richly in the hearts of God’s people.  

Paul applies this particularly to the singing of praise 

within the Church, perhaps because it is this element of 

worship, more than any other, that is most prone to being 

hijacked by the fleshly impulses of men. He says that the 

word of Christ dwells richly in us when we are “teaching and 

admonishing one another is psalms and hymns and spiritual 

songs.”  

We saw in our study of Ephesians 5:19 that these terms 

were understood in Paul’s day to refer to the inspired 

compositions of the Hebrew Psalter. This interpretation is 

further strengthened here by the equating of “psalms and 

hymns and spiritual songs” with “the word of Christ.” No 

man-written hymn could ever be said to be “the word of 

Christ,” but this is eminently true of the Psalms. Not only do 

they speak of Christ in every aspect of His person and work, 
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but they are frequently quoted in the New Testament as the 

very words of the Savior, and He Himself says that 

everything written in them is “about Him.”  

The Church’s use of God’s inspired Psalms in worship is 

an exercise of “teaching and admonishing.”  It is God’s 

Word, not man’s, that is to be the material for instruction and 

correction and training in righteousness among His people. 

Man’s word cannot establish grace in the heart, but God’s 

Word preached and sung among His people will equip them 

to do all things to the glory of the Lord Jesus. 

The teaching of Colossians as it relates to the worship of 

God confirms what we have seen in the broad sweep of 

Scripture. Worship is not a man-centered, man-determined 

activity. It is the outward expression of the work of Christ 

and it reflects the sufficiency of His work of redemption. In 

the Old Covenant, the elements of worship were outward and 

sense-oriented. Each outward element was prescribed by God 

for a specific purpose – to illustrate a specific aspect of 

Christ’s Person and Work yet to be revealed. In the New 

Covenant, Christ puts the outward and sense-oriented 

elements of worship aside, having fulfilled them through His 

life, death and resurrection. The worship of the New 

Covenant Church is therefore spiritual, rather than sensual.  

Under the Old Covenant, adding or subtracting from 

God’s specifically commanded worship was tampering with 

the picture of Christ which God had designed in Israel’s 

ceremonies. To change what God had commanded was to 

obscure the truth of Christ. Under the New Covenant, 

returning to the outward shadows and types, as well as 

inventing new outward forms and imposing them on the 

people of God as necessary activities of worship, is 

tampering with the spiritual reality that Christ has done all 

that is necessary to give us direct access to the spiritual 

presence of God. The principle remains the same, though the 

outward forms have given way to spiritual realities. To 

change what God has commanded is to obscure the truth of 

Christ. 

Under the Old Covenant, imposing additional ceremonies 

apart from God’s command was an act of gross presumption 

and pride, indicating that man had usurped the prerogative 
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belonging to God alone, and sought to bring others into 

bondage to his own opinions. Under the New Covenant, 

man’s inventions imposed upon his brethren in the Church is 

called “will worship” and exposed as “false humility” 

because it likewise brings fellow believers into bondage to 

the “doctrines and commandments of men.” 

May God grant to His Church a clear understanding of 

these essential truths with regard to the worship of the Holy 

God, that Christ alone may be glorified in the midst of His 

people. 
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Chapter 52 
Worship in 1 Thessalonians 

 

This epistle may be the earliest Apostolic letter from the 

pen of the Apostle Paul. It was written to comfort and 

encourage the saints who endured persecution according to 

the word of Christ but would be delivered from the coming 

wrath. The sudden destruction of which Paul writes was the 

judgment of Christ upon Jerusalem, which would mark the 

end of the Old Covenant era. The context of the epistle is the 

anticipation of the great transition from outward forms of 

worship to the spiritual worship of the New Covenant. 

 

The Gospel turns us from dead idols to the 
living and true God.  
(1 Thessalonians 1:1-10) 

 

First Thessalonians begins with a thankful and glad 

expression of joy in the evidence of faith working in the 

hearts of these former Gentiles who now serve and worship 

God. An important point is found here that is often passed 

over in connection with the subject of worship. The Gospel is 

not an end in itself, but rather a means to an end, namely, the 

proper worship of the living and true God. Paul makes this 

clear when he draws a strong correlation between the 

Thessalonians’ reception of the Gospel and their turning 

from idolatry to true worship.  

Calvin observes: “In the detail which follows, he shows, 

first, what the condition of mankind is, before the Lord 

enlightens them by the doctrine of his gospel; and farther, for 

what end he would have us instructed, and what is the fruit of 

the gospel. For although all do not worship idols, all are 

nevertheless addicted to idolatry, and are immersed in 

blindness and madness. Hence, it is owing to the kindness of 

God, that we are exempted from the impostures of the devil, 

and every kind of superstition. Some, indeed, he converts 

earlier, others later, but as alienation is common to all, it is 

necessary that we be converted to God, before we can serve 

God. From this, also, we gather the essence and nature of 
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true faith, inasmuch as no one gives due credit to God but the 

man, who renouncing the vanity of his own understanding, 

embraces and receives the pure worship of God.”   

Another reason that Paul stresses the conversion of these 

Gentiles from false to true worship is to set them on guard 

against the natural tendency to corrupt true worship by 

adding our dead superstitions to it.  

Calvin continues: “This is the end of genuine conversion. 

We see, indeed, that many leave off superstitions, who, 

nevertheless, after taking this step… fall into what is worse… 

Thus, in ancient times, the superstitions of the vulgar were 

derided by [some], but in such a way that they mixed up the 

worship of God so as to make no difference between it and 

absurd trifles. Hence we must take care, lest the pulling 

down of errors be followed by the overthrow of the building 

of faith. Farther, the Apostle, in ascribing to God the epithets 

true and living, indirectly censures idols as being dead and 

worthless inventions... He makes the end of conversion to be 

what I have noticed—that they might worship God… No one, 

therefore, is properly converted to God, but the man who has 

learned to place himself wholly under subjection to him.” 

 

God approves those who seek to please Him 
by receiving His Word.  

(1 Thessalonians 2:1-16)  
 

As Paul writes of his ministry of the Word among the 

Thessalonians, he makes two important contrasts which have 

a direct bearing upon the content of worship. Both of these 

contrasts take the form: “Not this, but that”  

The first contrast, which is found in verse 4, concerns the 

manner of Paul’s teaching among the Thessalonians. He 

notes that he taught them “not as pleasing men, but God who 

tests our hearts.” To please men is to cater to their 

preferences in order to win favor with them on artificial 

grounds. This is the guiding motivation of much of the 

professing Christian church today, which is driven more by a 

desire to win favor in the eyes of men than to be approved by 

God. Paul’s contrast shows that these two things – pleasing 
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MEN and pleasing GOD – are opposed to one another. 

Worship, therefore, which is designed to appeal in any way 

to the natural impulses of men should be highly suspect in 

our eyes.  

The second contrast is found in verse 13, and has to do 

with the content of Paul’s teaching. He says, “when you 

received the word of God which you heard from us, you 

welcomed it not as the word of men, but as it is in truth, the 

word of God.” Here Paul stresses that the content of his 

teaching was not based on human wisdom, opinion or 

tradition. He placed the Word of God before his hearers, and 

they received it as such. Applying this truth to teachers in the 

Church, Calvin  writes that they are “admonished to beware 

of bringing forward anything but the pure word of God, for if 

this was not allowable for Paul, it will not be so for any one 

in the present day.”  

But how can it be said that teachers in the Church today 

follow Paul’s example when they introduce and encourage 

the saints to engage in countless practices which have no 

foundation in God’s word, but spring only from the 

imaginations and opinions of men? Paul’s concern is to have 

the Church firmly anchored in obedience to the voice of God 

speaking in the Scriptures, and to have His ministers teach 

nothing among them and require no submission in them to 

any doctrine or practice that does not proceed directly from 

the mouth of God. Calvin put his finger on the issue when he 

wrote: “that the word of God is regarded by many with such 

contempt, that it is scarcely held in any estimation—that 

many are not at all actuated by fear, arises from this, that 

they do not consider that they have to do with God.” 

 

God establishes the hearts of His people in 
faith and love. (1 Thessalonians 2:17 – 3:13) 

 

To alleviate his concern for the Thessalonians, Paul sent 

Timothy to visit them, and to return with a report of their 

condition. The news that Timothy brought him, and the 

manner in which Paul relates it to the church, give us insight 
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into the strengths and weaknesses of God’s people from the 

Apostolic perspective.  

Paul was comforted by Timothy’s good news of their 

“faith and love.” These words are so common in evangelical 

conversation that we risk losing their import through over 

familiarity. Calvin writes: “This form of expression should be 

the more carefully observed by us in proportion to the 

frequency with which it is made use of by Paul, for in these 

two words he comprehends briefly the entire sum of true 

piety. Hence all that aim at this twofold mark during their 

whole life are beyond all risk of erring: all others, however 

much they may torture themselves, wander miserably.” The 

point is that Paul’s emphasis upon these two marks of 

spiritual vitality in the Church are to be preferred above any 

external indicators of health or prosperity. The well-being of 

the Church is not measured by worldly standards, but by the 

marks of the inward working of God among them.  

Many churches congratulate themselves on their 

“success” because they have large numbers, multiplied 

programs, and a large budget. Jesus rebukes the church at 

Laodicea: “Because you say, ‘I am rich, have become 

wealthy, and have need of nothing’  - and do not know that 

you are wretched, miserable, poor, blind, and naked.”  He 

counsels them to seek after spiritual riches, just as Paul here 

commends the Thessalonians for their “faith and love.”  

By emphasizing his desire for the Thessalonians to 

“stand fast in the Lord,” Paul teaches us to guard against the 

alternative, which is to stray from “faith and love,” falling 

back into man-centered thinking and practice in the Church 

as each member seeks his own gratification. Yet he would 

have the saints to understand that their ability to “stand fast” 

does not come from within themselves. Thus, as he moves 

into an eloquent benediction in verses 11-13, he uses a 

derivative of the same word when he writes, “that He may 

establish [cause to stand fast] your hearts blameless in 

holiness.”   

The word “blameless” means “deserving no censure,” 

and is only properly descriptive of those who conform 

themselves by divine grace to the objective standards of God. 

The Church of Christ is not established through man-made 



Chapter 52 – Worship in 1 Thessalonians 

 493 

means, but through faith and love produced by the powerful 

Word of God. 

 

Pleasing God means keeping His 
commandments.  

(1 Thessalonians 4:1-12) 
 

As Paul begins to draw his letter to a close, he urges the 

brethren to abound more and more in their adherence to 

God’s word. Note carefully that he says that the 

Thessalonians “received from us (the apostles) how they 

ought to walk and to please God.” In other words, they were 

not free to determine their course and define what was 

pleasing to God for themselves. They were exhorted “in the 

Lord Jesus” (that is, by His authority) to walk and please God 

according to what they had received from His appointed 

agents of divine revelation.  

No church officer since the apostles has the right to say 

what Paul said here.  The Church is not free to forge its own 

path or determine for itself what is pleasing in the sight of 

God. We are to abound more and more in conformity to the 

word of God as revealed by His inspired servants. Note also 

that Paul refers to the “commandments we gave you through 

the Lord Jesus.” This statement clearly refutes the foolish 

notion that the New Covenant Church is “free from the law” 

in the sense that it is not bound to conform to specific 

commandments.  

And what are the “commandments” given by the apostles 

through the Lord Jesus? Jesus Himself defined the 

commandments by summarizing the two tables of the Law. 

Obedience to the law of God is not the means of salvation, 

but it is clearly the rule for our sanctification. This is exactly 

what Paul addresses in the next verse, saying, “For this is the 

will of God, your sanctification.”  

He goes on to admonish the Thessalonians to abstain 

from sexual immorality, each one possessing his “vessel” (his 

body) in sanctification and honor. Sexual immorality, as we 

have seen, is closely connected in Scripture with false 

worship and idolatry, since the desires of the flesh find their 
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most potent expression in sexual sin, and this sin is 

analogous to unfaithfulness toward God. Paul therefore 

exhorts believers to pursue sanctification by subduing all 

fleshly impulses. In worship, this means pleasing God by 

following His commandments instead of our own desires. 

“He who rejects this,” says Paul, “does not reject man, but 

God” who has given us His Holy Spirit.   

 

Live and worship according to your 
heavenly expectation.  

(1 Thessalonians 4:13 – 5:28) 
 

In the conclusion of 1 Thessalonians Paul directs his 

readers to the hope of the resurrection and its effect on 

present perspective and practice. There can be little doubt 

that a person’s expectation of the future has a profound effect 

on his present actions. For this reason, Paul seeks both to 

comfort and stir up the faithful to live and worship in a 

manner that is consistent with the hope of the resurrection.  

Leaving aside the controversy over whether these 

passages refer to the Second Coming of Christ or the 

impending visitation of judgment upon Jerusalem, the main 

point of application is surely that God’s people are to walk in 

the ever present hope of their future communion with Christ 

in His heavenly kingdom. Now worship itself is a foretaste of 

heaven, in which we are “caught up” into the true tabernacle 

to rejoice in the presence of God. If this is our hope, how will 

it effect our worship in this life?  

We prepare for heaven by seeking to conduct our earthly 

worship according to the pure spiritual joy that we will know 

in eternity. If our earthly worship is dependent upon man-

made props to cater to the flesh we will be ill prepared to 

enter into the pure spiritual bliss of heaven. Our expectation 

is to inform and direct our present activity.  

Midway through chapter 5 Paul launches a rapid fire 

volley of terse exhortations which are unified by their mutual 

focus upon esteeming those whom God has appointed to 

teach and admonish according to the Word. We are to “test 

all things” and “hold fast what is good” abstaining from 
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“every form of evil.” Once more we are directed to the only 

standard by which good and evil may be distinguished, which 

is the written word of the living God. 
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Chapter 53 

Worship in 2 Thessalonians 
 

A main purpose of this epistle is to correct a 

misunderstanding of the Thessalonians concerning the 

imminent coming of Christ which had led some of them into 

practical error. The coming of Christ in judgment upon 

Jerusalem was to be seen as the transition from the old order 

to the new and required patience on the part of the saints 

until the Jewish order was fully and finally removed. The 

contents of this epistle, therefore, have much to teach us 

concerning the nature of New Covenant worship as it 

replaced the old. 

 

God’s glorious presence is transferred to 
the New Covenant Church.                                
(2 Thessalonians 1:1-12) 

 

Paul’s second letter to the Thessalonians has been often 

misunderstood by commentators who apply its statements 

concerning the imminent coming of Christ in judgment to the 

final return of Christ at the end of history. In fact, Paul’s 

concern in this epistle is to put into proper context for the 

saints in Thessalonica the predictions which Jesus gave to 

His disciples concerning the judgment of Jerusalem which 

would take place before the generation then living had 

completely passed away (see Matt. 24, esp. vs. 34). This 

interpretation is evident also from Paul’s reference to the 

vengeance of Christ in 2 Thessalonians 1:8 compared with 

Jesus’ own words in Luke 20:21-22.  

Christ’s coming in judgment upon Jerusalem in A.D. 70 

was an act of His Kingly vengeance upon those who had 

rejected His salvation, wickedly put Him to death, and 

persecuted His disciples. It was this coming vengeance upon 

Jerusalem that would give the New Covenant Church rest 

from the persecutions it was then enduring through the 

mutual hostilities of Israel and Rome. It also marked the great 

transition between the Old and New Covenant eras as God’s 
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glorious presence was removed from Israel and transferred to 

the Church, which is the true Israel of God according to faith. 

Jerusalem’s judgment by Christ was the visible sign that 

the Son of Man had come into His Kingdom. The destruction 

of the Temple forever put an end to the outward ceremonies 

of the Old Covenant which were replaced by the simple, 

spiritual worship of the apostolic Church. This is a prominent 

emphasis of Paul in the first chapter of 2 Thessalonians.  

His statement that those “who do not obey the gospel of 

our Lord Jesus Christ [the Jews]… shall be punished with 

everlasting destruction from the presence of the Lord and 

from the glory of His power” is an obvious reference to the 

physical Temple, where the glory of God’s presence had 

been inseparably connected with the Most Holy Place. This 

physical Temple with all of its outward ordinances of 

worship was soon to be swept away by the vengeance of 

Christ in the Day of His judgment. “In that Day,” Paul says, 

Christ will be “glorified in His saints and… admired among 

all those who believe” (vs. 10).  

In other words, the glory of God was forever transferred 

from the outward physical temple to the spiritual temple – the 

hearts of His saints. The physical worship of the Temple was 

to be finally and fully replaced by the spiritual worship of the 

Church throughout the world, “that the name of our Lord 

Jesus Christ may be glorified in you… according to the grace 

of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ” (vs. 12).  

With the destruction of the Temple, then, came the final 

sign of the transformation from outward to spiritual worship. 

This further confirms what we have seen throughout this 

study: That in the New Covenant Church, the glory of God is 

seen not in programs and outward elements, but in the pure 

spiritual splendor of Christ in His Word.     

 

The apostasy of Israel is marked by 
lawlessness in worship.  

(2 Thessalonians 2:1-12) 
 

This section of 2 Thessalonians has been the subject of 

great misinterpretation at the hands of futurists who insist 
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upon applying it to the final coming of Christ at the end of 

history. We believe the events referred to by Paul in this 

passage concern the historical events that were unfolding at 

the time of its writing, leading up to the coming of Jesus in 

judgment upon Jerusalem. It is impossible in the context of 

this brief study to enter into a detailed explanation of the 

abundant proof of this interpretation, but let me suggest a few 

of the most important observations.  

First, Paul’s reference to “the coming of the Lord Jesus 

Christ and our gathering together by Him” is a description of 

the gathering of the true Church both before and after 

Jerusalem’s destruction. There are numerous Old and New 

Testament passages which speak of the Gospel going forth to 

the Gentiles in these exact terms. “He will set up a banner for 

the nations, And will assemble the outcasts of Israel, And 

gather together the dispersed of Judah From the four corners 

of the earth” (Isaiah 11:12). “The Lord GOD, who gathers 

the outcasts of Israel, says, ‘Yet I will gather to him Others 

besides those who are gathered to him’” (Isaiah 56:8). “For I 

know their works and their thoughts. It shall be that I will 

gather all nations and tongues; and they shall come and see 

My glory” (Isaiah 66:18). Second, the tenses and time 

references throughout the text plainly indicate events that 

were contemporary to the original audience of this letter. 

Third, there are many direct parallels between the events 

depicted here and the predictions of Jesus concerning 

Jerusalem’s destruction in Matthew 24 as a careful 

comparison will reveal.  

When Paul says that the Day of Christ will be preceded 

by “the falling away” (see Matt. 24:12), he is speaking of the 

apostasy of the Jewish people. This was the “mystery of 

lawlessness” which Paul says “is already at work.” Gary 

DeMar notes that Jewish opposition to the Gospel “came 

from three groups: (1) those Jews who denied that Jesus was 

the Messiah; (2) those Jews who were ‘zealous for the law,’ 

that is, the Mosaic ceremonial ordinances; and (3) those Jews 

who neglected ‘the commandment of God’ while keeping 

their man-made ‘tradition.’”  

The precise identity of “the man of lawlessness” and “he 

who now restrains until he is taken out of the way” are 
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difficult for us to discern, but were apparently understood by 

Paul’s readers. The most likely candidates given the 

historical context of these events are certain Jewish imposter-

priests who were prominent in the final days of the siege of 

Jerusalem and the Roman rulers who held back the Jews 

from acting upon their hatred of the Church.  

Important to our study of worship is the fact that the 

Jewish adherence to the Mosaic ceremonial ordinances and 

man-made traditions is here called “lawlessness” in contrast 

to the pure, spiritual, and lawful worship of the New 

Covenant Church. The apostasy, or falling away of the Jews 

was marked by their devotion to outward and man-centered 

worship and their rejection of the spiritual fulfillment 

accomplished by Christ. The essence of false worship is 

putting oneself in the place of God – sitting as God in the 

temple and usurping His prerogative to determine and define 

man’s approach to His glorious presence. All such worship is 

“lawless” because it puts man’s traditions in the place of 

God’s commandments.  

 

New Covenant saints must hold fast to the 
Apostolic traditions.  
(2 Thessalonians 2:13-17) 

 

The contrast between covenant-breaking Israel and the 

New Covenant Church is further strengthened by Paul’s 

reference to believers in Christ as those chosen by God from 

the beginning. The true Church in every age has been 

composed of those elected by God to faith in Jesus Christ. 

The manner of worship has changed, from outward to 

spiritual, but the focus of worship has always been Jesus.  

Based upon this foundational truth, Paul exhorts the 

Thessalonians to “stand fast and hold the traditions which 

you were taught, whether by word or our epistle” (vs. 15). 

Here we find the proper source for all proper conduct in 

worship. While the Scriptures everywhere condemn the 

substitution of human traditions for the commandments of 

God, we find Paul urging the Church to hold fast to “the 

traditions.”  
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The arguments of those who find here a justification of 

man-made traditions in the Church are dismissed by John 

Calvin as “stuff and nonsense.” He writes: “We may judge in 

part from this epistle the traditions he commends to us, for he 

says ‘whether by word,’ i.e., speech, or by ‘epistle.’ But what 

do his epistles contain if not pure doctrine, which completely 

destroys the whole of… every fabrication that is at variance 

with the simplicity of the Gospel?”   

Paul would have the Church to stand fast in “the 

traditions,” but they are not the traditions of men, but those 

communicated directly by God through His inspired 

messengers in the Scriptures. In the inspired word, and that 

alone, are believers to “stand fast.” To depart from this 

inerrant standard is to fall into bondage and uncertainty. Thus 

Paul prays that “the Lord Jesus Christ Himself, and God our 

Father” would “establish you in every good word and work” 

(vs. 16-17).  Only those works that proceed from the sure 

word of God may be called “good.” To follow any other 

course is to offer vain worship to God, “teaching for 

doctrines the commandments of men.”  

 

Faithfulness means doing what God 
commands.  

(2 Thessalonians 3:1-5) 

 

Paul has proceeded in this letter from discussing the 

“mystery of lawlessness” which was  at  work  among those 

who either distorted the true commandments of God or who 

introduced human traditions in their place to exhorting the 

believers in Thessalonica to “stand fast and hold the 

traditions” they had received by inspired apostolic authority. 

It is plainly evident that Paul’s standard for the Church was 

careful and heartfelt obedience to the written Word of God to 

the exclusion of all man-made inventions and impositions. 

His great concern in all of this was the glory of Jesus Christ, 

which is sullied whenever man assumes the place of God and 

determines for himself how the Holy One is to be 

worshipped.  
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Concerning his own ministry, Paul’s deep desire was that 

“the word of the Lord may run swiftly and be glorified” and 

to this end he covets the prayers of the saints. The great 

apostle to the Gentiles would never be found imposing any 

practice or expectation upon the Church but that which 

proceeded directly from the word of the Lord. He well 

understood the close connection between the Word of the 

Lord and faith, whose only sure ground is that which 

proceeds from the mouth of God.  

Thus he reminds the Thessalonians that “not all have 

faith,” and therefore some would seek to overthrow God’s 

Word with their own traditions. He did not fear their success, 

because he knew that “the Lord is faithful” and would 

establish the Church and guard the saints from the evil one. 

The nature of this “guarding” is found in verse 4.  

Paul had confidence in the Lord concerning the believers 

in Thessalonica that they would, by grace, continue on their 

present course, which was conforming their faith and practice 

to “the things we [the inspired apostles] command you.” This 

was not a legalistic burden, but a heartfelt expression of “the 

love of God” and “the patience of Christ” who said “If you 

love Me, you will keep my commandments.” Simply put, 

faithfulness means sincere obedience to the Word of God. 

 

The Church is commanded to separate from 
those who are disobedient.  

(2 Thessalonians 3:6-18) 
 

The concluding words to the Thessalonians take the form 

of a forceful exhortation. Paul found it necessary, in the 

context of the turmoil of the transitional period in which the 

Thessalonians lived, to “command” them “in the name of the 

Lord Jesus Christ” to “withdraw from every brother who 

walks disorderly and not according to the tradition which he 

received from us” (vs. 6).   

Several things should be noted about this command. 

First, the danger was from within the Church. There would 

be “brothers” whose influence would tend to lead others 

astray. Second, the conduct of these brothers was 
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“disorderly,” (lit., “deviating from the prescribed order or 

rule”). Third, the actions of these brothers was out of step 

with the inspired tradition received from the apostles. Fourth, 

true believers were to “withdraw” or separate from those who 

followed their own path instead of obeying the written word. 

The goal of this separation was to produce “shame” resulting 

in a return to the path of obedience.  

The attitude was not to be haughty or proud: “Do not 

count him as an enemy, but admonish him as a brother.”  

Although the specific “disorderly” behavior Paul mentions 

here is laziness, the principle certainly applies with equal 

force to matters of religious as well as secular duty.  When 

professing brothers depart from the rule of obedience, love 

for God and the erring believers requires separation, both for 

the honor of Christ and for the reclamation of the offending 

parties. It is clear that Paul regarded this as no unimportant 

matter, nor should any Christian who is zealous for the honor 

of Christ. 
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Chapter 54 
Worship in 1 Timothy 

 

These instructions given to a young Ephesian pastor 

provide us with a view of what the apostle Paul regarded as 

the primary concerns of the godly minister. The focus 

throughout this first of two epistles to Timothy is upon the 

necessity of preserving and defending sound doctrine against 

the ever present danger of compromise with novel 

innovations. The whole life of the church, including its 

worship and government, is to be built upon the foundation 

of God’s revealed truth. 

 

The law is good, if one uses it lawfully.  
(1 Timothy 1:1-20) 

 

Paul opens his first letter to Timothy with a reference to 

“the commandment of God” as the basis of his apostolic 

authority. Thus he sets the tone for the rest of the letter, 

which will focus upon the necessity of sound doctrine. The 

word “doctrine” appears no less than eight times in this short 

epistle. It is not man’s opinions, but God’s commands, or 

doctrines, which are to be maintained in the church against 

all opposition.  

Paul says that he has left Timothy in Ephesus for this 

very purpose, that he may “charge some that they teach no 

other doctrine” than that which had been committed to the 

church by God through His inspired messengers. This charge 

to Timothy is reminiscent of Jesus’ condemnation of the 

Pharisees: “And in vain they worship Me, teaching as 

doctrines the commandments of men” (Matthew 15:9).  

The problem in Ephesus was that certain men were 

falsely teaching new believers that they must submit to the 

external rites and ceremonies of the law in order to be saved. 

Paul reminds Timothy that the purpose of the commandment 

is not outward, but inward: “love from a pure heart, from a 

good conscience, and from sincere faith.” In Christ, the 

spiritual fulfillment of the law had swallowed up the external 

rites and ceremonies so that to continue to bind men to these 
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outward ordinances was a distortion of the law itself and a 

corruption of the “glorious gospel” which had been 

committed to the apostles of Jesus.  

In saying these things, Paul was far from dismissing the 

law of God. On the contrary, he affirms that it is “good.” His 

concern, however, is that the law be used “lawfully” or 

legitimately. If the law is made a means of salvation, it will 

only condemn those who claim to gain by it, for it will reveal 

them to be lawbreakers in every way. Thus, those who seek 

to merit salvation by the law only condemn themselves.  

The “lawful” use of the law is to take hold of the 

righteousness of Christ, who fulfilled the law in every detail, 

and to walk, live and worship according to the spiritual 

principles of the law with a good conscience and sincere 

faith. This is the “sound doctrine” of the “glorious gospel” 

which Paul commends. Godly edification is in faith, not in 

submitting to the outward ceremonies of the law. 

It is well at this point to take up an objection that is 

commonly raised against those who uphold the Regulative 

Principle of Worship – namely, that they seek to impose law 

upon the church to bind her practice, while those who 

advocate the free use of human creativity in worship leave 

the church at liberty from the restraints of law. The 

fundamental problem with this objection is that it completely 

misunderstands the nature of law and its lawful use.  

First, proponents of the Regulative Principle of Worship 

do not maintain that conforming to God’s prescribed 

commands in worship is a meritorious cause of salvation. Yet 

they do maintain that God requires His Church and His 

people to walk in obedience, which is an evidence of their 

genuine faith, for those who truly love Christ keep His 

commandments. 

Second, submission to law is an inescapable concept. It is 

never a question of “law” verses “no law.” It is always a 

question of “whose law?” The advocates of the Regulative 

Principle of Worship simply maintain that it is God’s law, 

and that alone, which is to govern the practice of His Church. 

The advocates of ”human creativity” in worship, whatever 

their pretense to liberty, introduce a law of their own – the 

commandments and doctrines of men – and thus bind the 
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consciences of worshippers to a standard of their own 

making. 

Third, the Regulative Principle of Worship does not 

result in the imposition of external ceremonies upon the 

Church. Quite the contrary, it teaches us that all external rites 

have found their fulfillment in Jesus Christ so that the 

worship of the New Covenant Church is spiritual rather than 

sensual. Those who advocate the multiplication of external 

elements of worship through the use of human creativity are 

the ones who impose upon the Church a host of external 

ceremonies – which, because of the very nature of human 

tradition, have the force of law – and therefore require an 

outward participation in ceremonies as a means of pleasing 

God.  

Only when the church’s worship is pure and spiritual, 

unencumbered by the doctrines and commandments of men, 

the law is being used lawfully.   

 

True glory is found in submitting to God’s 
appointed order. (1 Timothy 2:1-15) 

 

Paul’s emphasis in the second chapter of 1 Timothy is 

upon the necessity of God’s appointed order in the various 

institutions that He has created. He begins with an 

exhortation for prayers to be offered on behalf of civil 

authorities. The purpose is that God’s people may live in 

peace and pursue godliness and reverence, not only for their 

own sakes, but so that the knowledge of God unto salvation 

in Christ might be testified through them. Paul shows here 

that the preservation of God’s appointed order in the civil 

realm is essential to the glory of Christ, since it reflects His 

position as Mediator between God and men.  

Next, he addresses the subject of the proper conduct of 

men and women both in the public gatherings of the church 

and in their family relations. By limiting the activities of 

women in public assemblies, Paul shows us that there is in 

fact a difference between public worship and all of life, for 

there is a different standard applied to gathered worship than 

to other spheres of life. Women may properly speak out in 
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other settings, but Paul exhorts them to be silent and 

submissive in the church. At the same time, they have a truly 

glorious role to play in the context of the family as they bear 

and raise children in faith, love and holiness with self-

control.  

The unifying theme of these exhortations is the 

magnifying of the glory of God through submission to His 

appointed order, whether in the civil realm, the church, or the 

family.  When the divinely appointed order is not followed, 

the result is the exaltation of man (or woman) instead of the 

exaltation of God.  

In pointing to the fact that Eve was first deceived and fell 

into transgression, Paul reminds us that the nature of this first 

transgression was the desire to invert God’s order by making 

man the determiner of truth.  Likewise, the phrase “she will 

be saved in childbearing” reminds us that Christ, who is “the 

seed of the woman,” restores God’s appointed order and 

enables men (and women) to joyfully submit themselves to 

His design, both for their good and for His glory. It is God’s 

prescribed order, and not man’s preferences or the 

employment of his “gifts,” which determines the parameters 

of worship. 

 
God governs His own house.  
(1 Timothy 3:1-16) 

 

The third chapter of 1 Timothy is well known for its clear 

lists of qualifications for those who would serve as elders and 

deacons in the church. In keeping with the overall context of 

the epistle it naturally follows that Paul, who has expressed 

concern over the need to preserve sound doctrine, having 

given some general counsel for maintaining God’s appointed 

order in society, church and family, now expands further 

upon the means that have been given to the church for the 

guarding and preserving of God’s revealed truth among His 

people. In short, God has appointed particular officers within 

the church to see to its proper government and the carrying 

out of its ministry of mercy to those in need. These officers 

are elders (also called bishops, or overseers) and deacons.  
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Just as the Israelites had no right to create offices in the 

Temple which God had not commanded, so the New 

Covenant Church is not at liberty to invent any other offices 

that have not been given to her by God’s appointment. This is 

the Regulative Principle applied to church government. It 

rests upon the principle that God has provided everything 

necessary for the proper functioning of His Church.  

Another important aspect of this is that the offices 

appointed by God, like the priests and Levites in the Old 

Testament, reflect the person and work of Christ in the New 

Covenant era. The office of elder reflects the ruling authority 

of His word, while the office of deacon reflects His 

compassion and mercy toward the helpless. There are no 

priests, since Christ has fulfilled all that was foreshadowed in 

that office.  

Once more we see that the central feature of the 

Regulative Principle is the preservation of the sufficiency of 

the finished work of Christ. As in worship, to return to the 

Old Covenant shadows or invent new man-made modes of 

service is to obscure the truth of the spiritual nature of the 

New Covenant and convey the impression that man’s own 

contributions are necessary to complete his salvation and 

gain him access to God.  

Having provided an inspired description of the 

qualifications for God’s appointed church officers, Paul gives 

the reason for his care in this matter. It is “so that you may 

know how you ought to conduct yourself in the house of God, 

which is the church of the living God, the pillar and ground 

of the truth” (vs. 15). Since the church is God’s house, it 

follows that it’s government and worship is defined by its 

Owner. He is called “the living God” in distinction from all 

man-made idols and to emphasize His active judgment over 

the affairs of His house. The church is the “pillar and 

ground” (i.e., the support) not of the ever-changing ideas of 

fallen men, but of the revealed truth of the living God. Her 

worship and government are to reflect her noble purpose by 

conforming to His appointed order in all things. No building 

is sound whose pillars are constantly being pulled out and 

replaced. Nor can the Church remain sound when its very 

foundation – the worship of the living God – is constantly 



Worship: From Genesis to Revelation 

 510

being manipulated and altered according to the vacillating 

opinions of fallible men.  

 

Sound doctrine saves.  

(1 Timothy 4:1-16) 

 

There are many professing Christians today who decry 

concern over sound doctrine as a source of endless division 

and trouble for the church, stressing instead the primacy of 

experience  and  good  feelings  as  the  basis  of  unity  and 

peace among God’s people. Such thinking could not be 

further from the mind of the apostle Paul. Far from teaching 

that “doctrine divides,” he affirms that “sound doctrine 

saves.” It is neglect of pure doctrine that introduces all kinds 

of discord into the body of Christ.   

The inevitable difficulties that Paul warns Timothy about 

are the result of departing from “the faith” (which is another 

way of referring to the system of truth received from God) 

and turning instead to “doctrines of demons.” These demonic 

doctrines are subtly disguised in the garb of self-sacrifice, but 

they amount to a denial of God’s perfect provision in Christ 

and the substitution of man’s effort in its place. It is for this 

reason that Paul exhorts Timothy to give himself entirely to 

“reading, exhortation, and doctrine.”  

It is not innovative programs and contrived methods that 

God has appointed as the means of salvation, but the 

preaching and applying of His Word by men set apart to the 

work of preaching. If Timothy would be “a good minister of 

Jesus Christ, nourished in the words of faith and of the good 

doctrine which he has carefully followed,” he must heed 

Paul’s command: “Meditate on these things; give yourself 

entirely to them… take heed to yourself and to the doctrine. 

Continue in them.”   

The result will be the salvation of both Timothy and 

those who hear him. It is sincere conformity to sound 

doctrine, impressed upon the hearers through earnest and 

forceful preaching, that is God’s appointed means of 

converting sinners. All human innovations which urge upon 

the saints any requirements beyond those given by God are 
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demonic and destructive because they lead men to trust in 

their own works instead of resting in the sufficiency of the 

Word of life. 

 

Honor among men reflects upon Christ.  

(1 Timothy 5:1 – 6:21) 

 

In bringing his letter to a close, Paul writes to Timothy of 

the honor that is to be given to various classes of men and 

women for the sake of their faithful service to God. He writes 

of godly widows, church elders, masters and servants, 

stressing the fact that the giving of due honor to each reflects 

upon the honor of God Himself. To despise those whom God 

has singled out for honor shows contempt for His Word, 

which is the basis for all human relationships, whether in 

society or in the church.  

Thus Paul says that when bondservants fail to give due 

honor to their masters, the name of God and His doctrine are 

blasphemed. This is because the relationships that God has 

appointed among men are a reflection of His own 

relationship with His people. Failing to honor widows is a 

denial of the faith because the care of those entrusted to us in 

the family relation reflects the mercy of Christ toward us in 

His priestly office. Failing to honor the church’s elders, and 

“especially those who labor in the word and doctrine,” is a 

despising of the prophetic office of Christ just as neglecting 

the honor of masters is a scorning of His kingly office.  

Paul would have Timothy to understand and teach men to 

be content with God’s provision, warning that “If anyone 

teaches otherwise and does not consent to wholesome (i.e., 

truthful or sound) words, even the words of our Lord Jesus 

Christ (a title which includes all three of His offices), and to 

the doctrine which accords with godliness, he is proud and 

knows nothing.” Notice how much emphasis is laid here 

upon the centrality of God’s revealed truth, the departure 

from which is only an evidence of human pride leading to 

self-interest and division. God’s word is the only infallible 

rule for faith and life, and Christ is the only Potentate over 

the affairs of His Church. 
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Chapter 55 
Worship in 2 Timothy 

 

Calvin notes that when Paul wrote this second epistle to 

Timothy he “had before his eyes the death he was ready to 

suffer as a testimony to the Gospel.” His concern is clearly 

for the preservation of the truth after his departure, and his 

overriding emphasis throughout the letter is thus upon the 

centrality of the inspired word, entrusted to faithful ministers, 

which alone is able to keep the church from error and bring 

salvation to men and honor to God.  

 

New Covenant worship is no new 
innovation. (2 Timothy 1:1-5) 

 

As with 1 Timothy, although this letter is addressed to 

Timothy personally, it is apparent from the beginning that it 

was intended for a broader audience and that Paul understood 

that he was writing as an instrument of divine revelation. 

This is clear from the salutation, in which the author gives 

his credentials as “an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of 

God,” which was hardly necessary for Timothy’s benefit. 

The point Paul wanted to stress from the outset was that he 

wrote and taught, not according to his own will or ideas, but 

as one bound by the revealed will of God to pass on no more 

or less than what was committed to him as a steward of 

divine truth.  

Paul was often charged by the Jews of inventing strange 

doctrines and undermining both the teachings of Moses and 

the traditions of the elders. The latter he wholeheartedly 

rejects as vain and presumptuous additions to God’s word. 

But concerning the law of Moses, Paul everywhere affirms 

that he stands squarely in the path of true conformity to the 

faith of his fathers. This is why he is able to confidently 

assert that he serves God “with a pure conscience, as his 

forefathers did.”  

The word “serve” is the Greek “latreuo,” which means 

“to worship God in the observance of the rites instituted for 

his  worship.” Thus the apostle affirms that he has not 
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departed in the least from the worship prescribed by God and 

observed by all the faithful Old Covenant saints. This is a 

strong confirmation of the principle that we have seen 

throughout the Scriptures, namely, that while the outward 

form of worship has been altered by Christ’s fulfillment of 

the shadows and types of Israel’s ceremonies, the basic 

principles remain in force – the main principle being that 

God is not to be worshipped according to the 

commandments, traditions, or innovations of men, but only in 

accordance with His word.  

Under the Old Covenant, His Word required a host of 

outward ceremonies, carefully designed by God to set Christ 

before the people in types and shadows. To this worship, 

nothing was to be added or taken away. Under the New 

Covenant, the shadows and types are fulfilled in Christ. 

Faithfulness to God’s Word requires worship that is spiritual 

rather than external. The shadows and types are no more. 

Only the sacraments prescribed by Christ Himself remain. To 

add external elements to this worship, or to omit any spiritual 

element prescribed in the Word, is to violate the divine 

principle of worship. 

It is only in this light that Paul could confidently affirm 

that he served God with a pure conscience, as his forefathers 

did.” Paul could not be charged with adding anything to the 

worship of God from his own innovations. Those who 

retained the external shadows were therefore the true 

innovators just as much as those who added rites of their own 

devising.  

Paul lays a strong emphasis upon the covenantal structure 

of God’s promises, speaking not only of the legacy of his 

forefathers, but of the genuine faith passed on from one 

generation to the next in Timothy’s family. While the 

entrenchment of human tradition must always be resisted, the 

covenantal nature of the church is designed to guard against 

innovations through accountability and faithful Biblical 

teaching.   
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New Covenant worship is not to be 
innovative. (2 Timothy 1:13 – 2:2)  

 

We have seen that Paul begins this letter by stressing the 

fact that his teaching and practice are not new inventions but 

rather the true outworking of God’s commandments to the 

patriarchs. He now turns his attention to the continuation of 

faithful practice in the church of God by giving particular 

instructions to Timothy as a minister. There is no room for 

innovation.  

Paul instructs Timothy to “hold fast the pattern of sound 

words which you have heard from me.” This was the standard 

by which his life and ministry were to be governed. The word 

“pattern” means “an outline, sketch, or example.” It is 

derived from the same root as the word used in Hebrews 8:5 

where the author reminds us that Moses was commanded 

concerning the tabernacle: “See that you make all things 

according to the pattern shown you on the mountain.” 

Concerning this “pattern” Calvin writes: “My own view is 

that the apostle is telling Timothy to hold fast the doctrine he 

has learned, not only in its substance but in the very form of 

its expression.”  

Just as there was a divinely prescribed pattern beyond 

which Moses was not free to go in the details of the 

tabernacle, so there is a pattern for the New Covenant church, 

given in the form of “sound words,” from which the minister 

of the gospel is not at liberty to deviate. What is this but the 

Regulative Principle? The Gospel and the worship of God’s 

people is not to be enhanced by human wisdom or 

preference.  

The task of the ministers and elders of the church is to 

stick solely to the prescribed pattern, which no longer 

includes outward elements (apart from those given directly 

by Christ) but centers upon the Word of God in spirit and 

truth. The “pattern” shown to Moses was precisely the 

heavenly Tabernacle into which we enter through the 

Mediation of Christ when we approach God in spirit and in 

truth. To add outward elements of worship by human 
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innovation is to corrupt the pattern and thus distort the 

Gospel itself!  

Paul’s charge to Timothy for the transmission of this 

pattern further removes any room for innovation: “And the 

things that you have heard from me among many witnesses, 

commit these to faithful men who will be able to teach others 

also” (2 Timothy 2:2). Paul’s words were presented before 

“many witnesses,” who could testify of his faithfulness to the 

word of God (i.e., the Bereans). Timothy was to commit 

these things (and nothing else) to faithful men (who would 

add nothing of their own) and these, in turn, would teach 

others also. Admit at any point the innovations of one man 

and all is lost! Neither Paul, nor Timothy, nor the faithful 

men, no the “others” mentioned here were at liberty to add 

anything to the divinely-revealed word of God. Truth is 

preserved by holding fast to the pattern of sound words that 

we have received by Divine inspiration. 

 

New Covenant worship springs from 
diligent obedience to authority.  

(2 Timothy 2:3-13) 

 

Paul reminds Timothy that he is engaged in a conflict 

since the nature of man is ever inclined to deviate from God’s 

prescribed pattern. In seeking to hold fast to God’s word 

alone, Timothy will find himself facing hardship and must 

conduct himself as a “good soldier of Jesus Christ.” The 

presentation of the minister’s task as a battle is in itself 

instructive. Men do not tend to resist those who dazzle them 

with clever innovations, but many will fight against those 

who insist upon staying true to God’s prescribed order. To 

clarify Timothy’s task, Paul employs three related, but 

distinct, illustrations – the active duty soldier, the dedicated 

athlete, and the hard-working farmer. Each of these conducts 

himself with purpose because his mind is on the end result.  

Yet in each case a different quality is highlighted. The 

soldier is concerned with pleasing his commander, and so he 

avoids entanglement in wordly affairs. The athlete desires to 

win the prize, and so he competes according to the rules. The 
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farmer hopes for a good harvest, and therefore labors 

diligently in planting and tending his crop. The three 

emphases are:  

 

(1) consciousness of authority [the soldier who desires to 

please his commander] 

(2) obedience to prescribed order [the athlete who 

competes according to the rules] 

(3) diligent perseverance [the hardworking farmer who is 

the first to partake of the crop].  

 

These are the principles that govern the whole of the 

Christian life, including the worship of God’s people. Those 

who desire to “please Him who enlisted them” will commit 

themselves to duty and avoid all worldly distractions. 

Seeking to “win the prize,” they will be careful to compete 

“according to the rules.” Their final enjoyment of the harvest 

will be the result of their diligent perseverance in that which 

has been committed to them.  

The “faithful saying” which Paul relates in vss. 11-13 

corresponds remarkably with his threefold illustration. In 

serving Christ, our death and resurrection with Him reminds 

us that the old man, who usurped God’s authority, has passed 

away and we now live as grateful bondservants of 

righteousness. The promise that those who endure will reign 

with Him puts us in mind that the crown of righteousness is 

reserved for those who persevere in conformity to His word. 

The warning that “if we deny Him, He also will deny us” 

shows us the need to endure hardship without wavering, lest 

we forfeit our reward by “looking back” after we have “set 

our hand to the plow” (Luke 9:62).  

The underlying principle in this portion of Paul’s letter is 

that the worshipper of God in Christ is not a free agent, but 

one who perseveres in obedience to the authority of Christ, 

sacrificing self-gratification, and thus reaps an eternal 

reward. This is the essence of true worship. 
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New Covenant worship is that which is 
approved unto God. (2 Timothy 2:14 – 3:9) 

 

Having described the ministry as a battle for truth, Paul 

now proceeds to describe the conflict in more particular 

terms. It is, above all, a battle of words – God’s word vs. the 

unprofitable and vain words of men. Calvin aptly observes: 

“The source of all doctrinal disputes is that clever men wish 

to show off their abilities before the world, and Paul here 

lays down the best and most fitting remedy for this by telling 

Timothy to keep his eyes fixed on God. It is as if he had said, 

‘Some men seek popular applause, but let it be your aim to 

approve yourself and your ministry to God.’ There is indeed 

nothing more likely to check a foolish desire for display than 

to remember that it is God we have to deal with.”  

Paul warns Timothy of the dangerous effects of what he 

calls “logomaxia,” or “word battles,” which Calvin defines as 

“to be earnestly engaged in contentious disputations” which 

“usually springs from a desire to be clever.” This is the 

opposite of “holding fast the pattern of sound words we have 

received.” When men are thus prone to seek popular approval 

through the display of their own pretended wisdom, which 

they presume will enhance the simple truth of God’s word, 

the result is a gangrenous cancer that spreads through the 

church as the infection of man-centered doctrine chokes out 

the pure and wholesome doctrine and worship of God.  

Is this not an apt description of the deplorable state of the 

modern church and its insidious cause? The antidote, says 

Paul, involves several key elements. First is diligence in the 

study and teaching of God’s word. Second is setting the heart 

on seeking approval from God rather than men. Third is a 

commitment to “rightly dividing the word of truth,” which is 

analogous to breaking bread and thus feeding the souls of 

God’s people with “every word that proceeds from the mouth 

of God.”  

The cure for cancerous error in the church is for 

ministers to carefully follow the inspired doctrine of 
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Scripture, not allowing the pretentious inventions of vain 

men to displace the pure word of Christ. 

 

New Covenant worship finds all that is 
necessary in the Word of God.  
(2 Timothy 3:10 – 4:4) 

 

Paul’s final exhortations to Timothy are a strong 

encouragement to continue in faithful adherence to the sure 

word of God. He was to do this, as he had been doing, in 

spite of the inevitable persecutions and afflictions that would 

come to him for his principled obedience. How different is 

the life of most modern day ministers from those of Paul and 

Timothy! Could this be the result of compromise with man-

pleasing doctrine and practice? Yet Paul was confident that 

God would vindicate His truth, and so he urges Timothy to 

remain steadfast in the Holy Scriptures.  

Paul’s statement concerning the Scriptures shows their 

complete sufficiency for every aspect of life and worship. 

They alone are inspired of God and therefore profitable. 

Timothy’s ministry is to be in bold contrast to those who 

“strive about words to no profit” (2:14). His confidence was 

to be in the Word of God, which is able to complete and 

equip the man of God for every good work.  

The Scriptures need no augmentation. Yet Paul well 

understood that men would, in the course of time, grow 

weary of sound doctrine and heap up for themselves teachers 

that would cater to their own desires and tell them what they 

wanted to hear. They would turn their ears away from the 

truth and be turned aside to “fables,” a word that means “an 

invention; a falsehood.” In such times of declension, Timothy 

was to remain steadfast as a preacher of the Word, trusting in 

the Lord to establish His truth. May the Lord raise up such 

ministers today, who are ready to endure afflictions for the 

sake of truth and faithfully hold forth the sufficiency of 

Scripture.  
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Chapter 56 
Worship in Titus 

 

This brief epistle was written to direct Titus in the work 

of establishing the fledgling church in Crete after Paul’s 

departure. It was important that the church be firmly 

anchored in the truth and built upon solid ground. The 

Regulative Principle is assumed throughout as the authority 

of God’s Word alone is able to keep the church from slipping 

into error. The government, life and worship of the church 

must reflect the sufficiency of Christ. 

 

The Regulative Principle is necessary for 
the elders to govern rightly. (Titus 1:1-9) 

 

The apostle Paul understood that the Church, in order to 

succeed, must have a qualified and capable government. The 

newly established church in Crete therefore needed to have a 

local eldership, composed of men who were qualified in 

godliness and knowledge of the truth. After listing the 

necessary qualifications, Paul summarizes the task of the 

ruling elder in these words: “holding fast the faithful word as 

he has been taught, that he may be able, by sound doctrine, 

both to exhort and convict those who contradict.”  

There is a positive and a negative aspect to the elder’s 

task. On the positive side, he must hold faithfully to the truth 

of God’s word as he has been taught. He is called a “steward 

of God” because he has received a holy trust that it is his 

duty to guard. Sherman Isbell observes: “the elders have a 

responsibility delegated to them to dispense ordinances 

Christ has placed in their hands. Their authority is 

administrative and ministerial, not legislative. It is not for 

elders to make new rules and standards for worship and 

morals, but as stewards of the mysteries of God, theirs is 

faithfully to administer the institutions warranted by higher 

authority… Conformity to Christ’s commands is the measure 

of an elder’s fidelity to his stewardship… This precludes the 

notion that elders have a permissive liberty to admit new 

worship practices, as long as it is done in a reverent and 
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orderly manner… The rule for what may be permitted in 

worship has not been changed to whatever may seem 

reasonable to the supervising elders.”  

Thus, on the negative side, Paul defines the role of the 

elder in terms of exhorting and convicting “those who 

contradict.” Those who contradict what? Surely it cannot be 

maintained that Paul meant the traditions or opinions of men, 

since such a subjective standard provides no solid ground for 

contradiction. Paul’s definition of the task of the elder makes 

sense only in the light of the Regulative Principle. The elders 

of the church are to maintain the truth as they have received 

it in Scripture and on that basis alone are they to hold men 

accountable for their doctrine and practice. Otherwise, all 

would be free to introduce any novelty into the church’s 

worship and the elders would have no basis for exhortation 

beyond their own preference, which is often the case in 

churches that practically deny the Regulative Principle. 

Paul shows us clearly that the standard by which the 

elders are to govern is nothing but the prescribed will of God 

in His word. As James Bannerman notes: “The doctrine, 

then, in regard to the exercise of Church power in the 

worship of God held by out standards is sufficiently distinct. 

The Church has no authority in regulating the manner, 

appointing the form, or dictating the observance of worship, 

beside or beyond what the Scripture declares on these points, 

the Bible containing the only directory for determining these 

matters, and the Church having no discretion to add to or 

alter what is there fixed.” 

 

The Regulative Principle is necessary for 
the church to maintain truth.  

(Titus 1:10-16) 
 

Already in the young church at Crete there were divisive 

forces at work seeking to draw the church into error. Paul 

calls them “insubordinate,” using a word that refers to one 

who refuses to be in submission. Again, it must be asked, “in 

submission to what?” The answer cannot be the ever-shifting 

opinions of men. Paul’s words continue to make sense only 
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in the light of the Regulative Principle. The problem with 

those who troubled the church in Crete was that they refused 

to submit to the authority of God’s word. They were more 

concerned with “dishonest gain” – growing wealthy and 

influential – than with maintaining the pure doctrine and 

worship of God.  

Paul instructs Titus to rebuke such men sharply, because 

what they teach is “Jewish fables,” or invented fictions, and 

the “commandments of men,” rather than the truth. Notice 

how the apostle contrasts the commandments of men with the 

truth of God’s word. It could not be more clear that Paul 

made no allowance for the exercise of human creativity in the 

doctrine or worship of the church. As John Knox wrote: 

“Disobedience to God’s voice is not only when men do 

wickedly contrary to the precepts of God, but also when of 

good zeal, or good intent, as we commonly speak, men do 

anything to the honor or service of God not commanded by 

the express word of God… And that is principal idolatry 

when our own inventions we defend to be righteous in the 

sight of God, because we think them good, laudable, and 

pleasant. We may not think us so free nor wise, that we may 

do unto God, and unto His honor, what we think expedient.”  

He says that these men “defile their consciences” 

because they introduce a foreign standard by which to 

measure what is acceptable before God. They “profess to 

know God,” and thus commend themselves to the church as 

capable leaders whose word should be followed. Yet Paul 

affirms that “in works they deny Him,” because their practice 

is based upon human innovation rather than obedience to 

divine authority. They are, therefore, in Paul’s estimation, 

“disqualified for every good work” because they have 

demonstrated that they do not understand how to judge what 

is “good” according to God’s own standard of truth.  

If the church would maintain the truth, her leaders must 

be vigilant against every encroachment of the commandments 

of men and the fictitious inventions of clever innovators. 

Bannerman writes concerning the Regulative Principle that it 

is, “in a sense, a very wide and sweeping one. But it is purely 

prohibitory or exclusive; and the practical effect of it, if it 

were fully carried out, would just be to leave the Church in 
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the condition in which it was left by the Apostles, in so far as 

we have any means of information; a result, surely, which 

need not be very alarming, except to those who think that 

they themselves have very superior powers for improving and 

adorning the Church by their inventions.” Only careful 

conformity to the Scriptures can make us "sound in the faith” 

and maintain the church’s glorious identity as the pillar and 

ground of the truth. 

 

The Regulative Principle is necessary for 
sound life and doctrine. (Titus 2:1-10) 

 

In the second chapter Paul contrasts the destructive 

“ministry” of those who “teach things which they ought not” 

(namely, the commandments of men) with the word-centered 

ministry to which Titus has been called. The faithful minister 

is to “speak the things which are proper for sound doctrine.” 

The word translated “sound” refers to “Christians whose 

opinions are free from any mixture of error.” Titus is to take 

care that his doctrine does not flow from human opinion but 

from God’s pure word.  

It is on this basis that he is to exhort the various classes 

of people that comprise any particular congregation. Paul 

gives specific instruction regarding older men, older women, 

younger women, young men, and bondservants. In each case 

Titus is to teach his congregation to live in godly simplicity 

with reverence for the appointed order of God. Older men are 

to be “sound in faith.” Older women are to be “teachers of 

good things.” They are to teach the younger women to live in 

such a way that “the word of God may not be blasphemed.” 

Younger men are to be exhorted by Titus’ example of 

“integrity, reverence, and incorruptibility in doctrine.” Even 

bondservants are to conduct themselves in such a way “that 

they may adorn the doctrine of God our Savior in all things.”  

Titus himself was to be a “pattern of good works.” This 

was to proceed from his doctrine, which was to be 

characterized by three things. The first was “integrity,” which 

here is an adjective of contrast that literally means “not liable 

to corruption.” The second was “reverence,” which means 
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worthy of respect and honor. The third was 

“incorruptibility,” which refers to the immortality of truth 

which can never be destroyed.  Referring to the word 

employed by Paul here, Strong notes that “in the opinion of 

the Jews, the temple  was corrupted or ‘destroyed’ when 

anyone defiled or in the slightest  degree damaged anything 

in it, or if its guardians neglected their duties.”  

Titus’ task was to faithfully teach men and women to 

conform every practice – whether in life or worship – to the 

infallible word of God so that no opportunity would be given 

to his adversaries to contradict his doctrine. On the contrary, 

they would be shamed when it became apparent that he stood 

upon the solid ground of eternal truth against their unstable 

human opinions.  

If the Regulative Principle is denied, Paul’s charge to 

Titus loses all its force. Nothing is left but the feeble attempts 

of men to vindicate their opinions over against those who 

differ. Paul’s message is plain: only that doctrine which 

proceeds directly from the Word of God will establish His 

people in godly living. If their life and worship is built upon 

human opinion, they live according to a different authority.  

This is precisely the problem with the modern church, 

which has exchanged the absolute authority of God’s word 

for the doctrines and commandments of men. As John Owen, 

a contemporary of the Westminster Assembly, reminds us: 

“Such is the corrupt nature of man, that there is scarce 

anything whereabout men have been more apt to contend 

with God from the foundation of the world. That their will 

and wisdom may have a share (some at least) in the ordering 

of His worship, is that which of all things they seem to 

desire.” Is it any wonder that the lives of most Christians are 

characterized more by worldliness than simple godliness 

when their weekly worship demonstrates the low view that 

they hold of God’s authority over their lives? 
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The Regulative Principle is necessary for 
authority to be legitimate. (Titus 2:11-3:8) 

 

In the next section of the epistle, Paul explains the basis 

for the church’s carefulness in conforming to sound doctrine, 

which is the grace of God toward us in Christ. This is the 

heart of the Gospel, which is always to be the central focus of 

the believer in every activity of life. Paul says that God’s 

gracious salvation teaches us to deny our previous 

inclinations to go our own way and submit ourselves to the 

authority of the divine word. Christ gave Himself to “redeem 

us from every lawless deed and purify for Himself His own 

peculiar people, zealous for good works.”  

The implications of this truth are great. Lawlessness is 

any transgression of or lack of conformity to the law of God. 

Salvation frees us, not to do what seems best to us, but from 

doing what seems best to us. It sets us at liberty to conform to 

God’s commands. Again, Dr. Owen’s words are instructive: 

“That abridgment of the liberty of the disciples of Christ, by 

impositions on them of things which he hath not appointed, 

nor made necessary by circumstances antededent unto such 

impositions, are plain usurpations upon the consciences of 

the disciples of Christ, destructive of the liberty which he 

hath purchased for them, and which, if it be their duty to 

walk according to gospel rule, is sinful to submit unto.” 

The church becomes a “peculiar people” – different from 

the rest of the world, not imitating the world in its approach 

to God. “Good works” are only those which God approves in 

His Word, since He alone defines good and evil. Thus, 

human authority is only legitimate as it reflects the authority 

of God. Hear Owen once more: “If we maintain, then, the 

glory of God, let us speak in His own language, or be forever 

silent. This is glorious in Him which He ascribes unto 

Himself. Our inventions, though never so splendid in our own 

eyes, are unto Him an abomination, a striving to pull Him 

down from His eternal excellency, to make Him altogether 

like unto us. God would never allow that the will of the 

creature should be the measure of His honor… God’s 
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prescription hath been the bottom of His acceptance of any 

duty ever since He had a creature to worship Him.”  

Paul tells Titus to “speak these things, exhorting and 

rebuking with all authority.” Now if Titus commanded the 

people to submit themselves to practices of his own devising, 

he would be setting up his authority against that of God. 

Thus, the Regulative Principle is necessary in order for 

authority to be legitimate. The only basis for the authority of 

the minister is the authority of God’s word. He has no right 

to demand conformity to anything that God does not require. 

Likewise, the submission of the people to rulers and 

authorities assumes the faithfulness of those rulers to the 

commands of God, for we must obey God rather than men.  

These are the things that Paul instructs Titus to “affirm 

constantly.” Only the Regulative Principle upholds and 

magnifies the exclusive authority of Christ over His church, 

and thus keeps the truth that we are saved by grace and not 

by “works of righteousness which we have done” at the 

center of the church’s witness.  

 

The Regulative Principle is necessary to 
avoid division in the church. (Titus 3:9-15) 

 

Notwithstanding the faithfulness of Titus to his charge, 

Paul well understood that there would be some in the church 

who would stir up strife by pushing their own opinions. They 

would seek to draw Titus into endless disputes about foolish 

questions in an effort to establish their inventive doctrines 

through an appeal to the law. Paul calls such men “heretics,” 

using a word that describes those who choose a different path 

and seek to lead others to follow them in opposition to the 

truth. Titus was to give these men due warning, and then to 

reject them.  

Note that their condemnation does not come from Titus’ 

separation, but from their own choice to reject God’s word in 

favor of their own opinions. Paul says they are “self-

condemned.” Once more we see the value and necessity of 

the Regulative Principle for the peace and unity of the 

church. Divisions result from the elevation of human 
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innovations, not from careful conformity to what is written. If 

the church’s worship is ruled by the prescriptions of God’s 

word, there is no room for men to assert their own will and 

draw followers after them.  

The Spirit of Truth is the Spirit of unity. Parties, sects, 

and cliques in the church are the direct result of rallying 

around the doctrines of men. The inevitable result is 

confusion and conflict – and the ultimate outworking of such 

confusion is persecution of those who refuse to bow to the 

traditions of men. Thus John Owen wrote: “That the church 

hath power to institute and appoint anything or ceremony 

belonging to the worship of God, either as to matter or 

manner, beyond the orderly observance of such 

circumstances as necessarily attend such ordinances as 

Christ Himself hath instituted, lies at the bottom of all the 

horrible superstition, and idolatry, of all the confusion, blood 

and persecution, and wars, that have for so long a season 

spread themselves over the face of the Christian world.”   

These doctrines are “unprofitable and useless” because 

they detract from the sufficiency of Christ. In order to be 

“fruitful,” the church must “learn to maintain good works” as 

defined by God Himself. 
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Chapter 57 
Worship in Philemon 

 

Although this brief letter, in which Paul interacts with a 

fellow minister with regard to a runaway slave, seems to have 

little bearing on the subject of worship, its underlying themes 

are rich with instruction in the relationship of subjection to 

Christ in all things which is to mark every area of the life and 

worship of the believer. Since we are not our own, but have 

been bought with a price, our whole conduct, not least of all 

in public worship, is to reflect the glory of Christ’s headship. 

 

The New Covenant Church is free from all 
external constraints. (Philemon 1:1-3) 

 

As we study the letter of Paul to Philemon it is well to 

remember that “all Scripture is inspired of God and is 

profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for 

instruction in righteousness” (2 Timothy 3:16). Even in a 

letter which seems on the surface to confine itself to certain 

personal and practical matters, the inclusion of this epistle in 

the inspired Word of God assures us that it contains much 

useful instruction in righteousness to equip us for every good 

work. In fact, the very matter which this letter addresses – the 

relationship of a slave to his master in the light of conversion 

to Christ – brings to the foreground an illustration used 

frequently in Scripture to describe our spiritual status toward 

Christ our Master, who purchased us with His own blood.  

We are led to believe, then, that the Holy Spirit saw fit to 

include this epistle in the canon of Holy Scripture not only to 

give us practical instruction in how masters and slaves are to 

regard one another in Christ, but to provide a moving 

illustration of how our redemption transforms us from 

unprofitable and rebellious servants to willing and obedient 

“slaves of righteousness.”  

Thus Paul opens his letter to Philemon, the slave-holder, 

by identifying himself as “a prisoner of Christ Jesus.” This is 

not merely a reference to his physical bondage in Rome, but 

to his spiritual subjection to the will of Christ in all things. 
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For the same reason he also refers to Philemon as a “fellow 

laborer,” in order to remind him that while he owned 

Onesimus (and probably many more slaves) he himself was a 

bondservant of Christ and was therefore subject to Him as a 

slave is to his master.  

Any sense of haughty superiority is therefore precluded 

by the reminder of the supreme authority of Jesus Christ. But 

how does this apply to the New Covenant Church and its 

worship? Significantly, after stressing the ownership of 

Christ over His people, Paul immediately mentions “the 

church in your house.” This is more than a mere 

acknowledgment of the fact that early Christians met in 

believers’ homes. It represents a radical change from the Old 

Covenant era, during which the people of God were required 

to meet in “the place which I have chosen as a dwelling for 

My name,” which was the central Temple in Jerusalem. The 

reason for this was that the many outward rites and 

ceremonies of Israel could not be conducted in any other 

place but where the specific structures and implements were 

located by God’s command.  

Since New Covenant worship is stripped of all these 

external ordinances, the church (which is the people, not the 

building) is free to meet in simple homes, or open fields, or 

even catacombs and the glorious simplicity of their worship 

makes this possible. But this liberty from external 

impositions and constraints is no less the outworking of 

Christ’s authority, because it is by His design and command 

that His Church is to remain unencumbered by outward 

elements and thus magnify the sufficiency of His 

accomplished work of redemption.   

 

Church authority can only require that 
which is “befitting.” (Philemon 1:4-9) 

 

Before entering into his appeal to Philemon regarding 

Onesimus, Paul expresses his thankfulness to God for the 

reports of this fellow-laborer’s personal faith toward Christ 

and the effective communication of that faith to the saints. 

What he writes here gives us insight into the matter of church 
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authority, both in regard to its proper exercise and its limits 

under Christ.  

Paul has been encouraged by news of Philemon’s love 

and faith “toward the Lord Jesus and toward all the saints” 

(vs. 5). It is important to remember that the Bible does not 

speak of faith as a subjective matter, but as an obedient 

response to the objective Word of God. As Paul writes 

elsewhere: “Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the 

Word of God” and “whatever is not of faith is sin.” Thus, the 

faith for which Paul commends Philemon is that which flows 

from love to Christ and results in keeping His 

commandments (John 14:15).  

As a church leader (which is the most likely meaning of 

“fellow laborer”), Philemon was also called to communicate 

his faith to the saints. Paul therefore prays “that the sharing 

of your faith may become effective” (vs. 6). But how was this 

to take place? Paul continues: “by the acknowledgment of 

every good thing which is in you in Christ Jesus.” The word 

translated “acknowledgment” means “precise and correct 

knowledge” and is “used in the NT of the  knowledge of 

things ethical and divine.”  

In other words, Philemon’s preaching would be made 

“effective” as he was careful to pass on only those “good 

things” which he had received from Christ through His word. 

Once again we find confirmation that the minister of the 

Gospel is not at liberty to require of the saints anything he 

has not received from the mouth of God. Yet as he commits 

himself to this ministry of communicating “precise and 

correct knowledge” he finds that the Holy Spirit refreshes the 

hearts of the saints through the power of His Word.  

Adding to the force of this truth, Paul says that he “might 

be very bold in Christ to command what is fitting” (vs. 8)., 

meaning, to require what is due. By implication it is clear 

that Paul could have no authority to require anything from 

Philemon “in Christ” without clear warrant from the 

Scriptures. Church leaders may only require what Christ has 

commanded, for only that which has warrant from the Master 

may be regarded as “befitting” in the practice of His servants. 
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The effect of the Gospel is voluntary 
obedience. (Philemon 1:10-14) 

 

We now get to the point of this letter, which is an appeal 

to Philemon both to receive Onesimus, the runaway slave, 

and also to willingly send him back to minister to Paul in his 

chains. Paul speaks of Onesimus’ transformation through the 

Gospel, using a play on words based on the fact that the name 

“Onesimus” means “profitable or useful.” Prior to his 

conversion, Onesimus had not lived up to his name. He had 

been unprofitable, because his heart was rebellious. Calvin 

writes: “since he was at heart a runaway, even though 

Philemon had him in his household, he did not really possess 

him. Being wicked and disloyal he could be of no use to his 

master.”  

What a clear illustration of our own rebellious hearts 

toward God before we are changed by the Gospel of His 

grace! Even our acts of obedience are feigned, and we delight 

in nothing more than the prospect of “casting his cords 

away.”  

The conversion of Onesimus resulted in a new heart both 

toward God and Philemon. Paul could now assure Philemon 

of his servant’s obedience from the heart because he had 

become a humble servant of Christ. Yet notice carefully that 

Onesimus’ conversion did not result in his liberty as if 

freedom in Christ erased all obligations. The result was 

voluntary obedience, first to Christ, and then, under Christ, to 

Philemon.  

Even so, prior to conversion, the natural man finds God’s 

commandments oppressive and longs to run away from 

obedience. But the effect of the Gospel is to make the heart 

willing to submit to God’s commands and thus produce a 

profitable servant. When men assert their “right” in Christ to 

do whatever seems best to them they have failed to 

comprehend the true effect of His Gospel. God does not 

delight in disobedience or lawlessness, but in obedience from 

the heart.  

This is why Paul says that although he could have 

exercised his apostolic authority to keep Onesimus in his 
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service, he did not want to act without Philemon’s consent. 

He knew that voluntary obedience is better than compulsion. 

When Samuel declared, “to obey is better than sacrifice,” he 

was not teaching that the sacrifices commanded by God were 

cast aside, but that they were empty apart from a truly 

obedient heart. Even so, the effect of the Gospel is not to set 

us at liberty from God’s commands and authority, but rather 

to make us willingly obedient to His word.  

 

The Gospel makes us slaves of 
righteousness. (Philemon 1:15-19) 

 

Many have assumed, without justification, that the 

conversion of Onesimus resulted automatically in his 

emancipation from slavery – that Paul’s purpose in writing 

this letter was to encourage Philemon to grant his former 

slave his freedom. But Calvin writes: “the faith of the Gospel 

does not overthrow civil order or cancel the rights of masters 

over their slaves, for, although Philemon was not one of the 

common people, but Paul’s fellow laborer in tending Christ’s 

vineyard, yet his right as master over his slaves which the 

laws allowed is not taken from him; he is only told to receive 

him kindly by granting him his pardon; in fact Paul humbly 

asks that he should be given his former place back again.”  

The conversion of Onesimus changed his relationship 

toward Philemon in that he returned as a profitable servant 

and a brother in Christ. His obligations to his master were not 

canceled, for Paul offers to pay from his own purse whatever 

had been wrongfully taken by the runaway. Further, Paul 

reminds Philemon of his own debt to him for his very life, 

presumably because he too had been converted under the 

apostle’s ministry.  

Thus we have an important truth presented: salvation 

does not cancel our debt of obedience either to Christ or to 

those He has placed over us and made instruments of 

blessing to us. Rather, it turns slaves of sin into slaves of 

righteousness. It frees us to serve Christ out of love, gratitude 

and reverence and to submit in the Lord to those He has 

placed in authority over us.  
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The Gospel does not emancipate the runaway, but 

transfers his loyal obedience from self to God. In the matter 

of worship, this means that we are not set at liberty to do as 

we please, but are made willing to do what pleases the Lord. 

 

Love for God produces wholehearted 
obedience. (Philemon 1:20-25) 

 

After a final appeal for Philemon to honor his requests 

and thus “refresh his heart in the Lord,” Paul expresses his 

great confidence in his friend and fellow laborer’s response. 

This hopefulness is based upon Paul’s confidence in 

Philemon’s obedience (vs. 21). The word “obedience” must 

be carefully considered as to its object. It is evident from the 

context that Paul is not speaking of Philemon’s obedience to 

himself, since he has already pointed out that while he could 

have commanded Philemon to do the right thing, he chose 

rather to appeal to him for a voluntary response.  The 

obedience of Philemon, in which Paul had such confidence, 

was his proven obedience to Christ.  

It is on this basis that Paul is assured that Philemon will 

not only respect his appeal, but surpass it. Those who truly 

love the Lord evidence that love through cheerful and 

energetic obedience to His word. It is a great distortion of the 

Gospel to propose that it sets men at liberty to do as they 

please, so long as they claim good intentions toward God. 

The attitude that chafes under God’s commands and regards 

them as restrictive and burdensome is comparable to 

Onesimus’ attitude before his conversion.  

Genuine love for God produces not only obedience to 

His revealed will, but wholehearted and joyful conformity to 

it. This is the attitude that ought to mark the worship of the 

Church. Most innovations proceed from an attitude of 

discontentment with God’s prescribed worship, leading to a 

desire for activities that are more appealing to human 

emotion. A steady diet of God’s Word seems dull and 

distasteful. Why not spice it up with a few entertaining side 

shows? Perhaps these will help us “get into the mood” for 

worship. After all, are we not free to do what seems best to 
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us and to exercise our liberty in determining what pleases 

God? 

This sort of thinking is entirely man-centered because it 

finds more “appeal” in human inventions than in the Word of 

the Lord. Sadly, Demas, who is named in Paul’s farewell, 

later abandoned the apostle because he “loved this present 

world” (2 Tim 4:10) more than he loved obedience to Christ. 

Genuine love for God does not produce gloomy devotion or 

discontented restlessness, but wholehearted joyful obedience. 
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Chapter 58 

Worship in Hebrews 
 

The book of Hebrews contains some of the most 

comprehensive and explicit teaching in the New Testament 

on the subject of worship. The author’s purpose is to explain 

how the worship of the New Covenant surpasses that of the 

Old in every respect, bringing in a better glory, a better 

priesthood, better ordinances, greater liberty, and a better 

sanctuary – all as a result of the finished work of Christ.  

In our study of worship from Genesis to Revelation we 

have seen the consistency of the message of Scripture that 

God alone determines how His people are to approach Him 

and counts all man-made traditions and commandments of 

men as will-worship and gross presumption. The underlying 

principle behind this truth is nothing but the authority of God 

to govern His Church according to His own word and to 

design the worship of His people in such a way that Christ 

has the preeminence.  

In Old Testament times, the preeminence of Christ was 

seen through the external types and shadows of the 

ceremonial worship, which testified of Him to the “church 

under age.” Today the preeminence of Christ is seen in the 

spiritual worship of the New Covenant Church, the absence 

of external rites and ceremonies bearing witness to the 

sufficiency of His Priestly work and the access to the 

heavenly sanctuary that He won through His sacrifice.  

While the outward form of worship has changed, the 

underlying principles remain unaltered. God is still the Ruler 

of His Church, Christ remains the central focus of her 

worship, and man’s inventions imposed upon her activities 

continue to obscure the perfect testimony of Christ that God 

has designed her worship to convey. 

The book of Hebrews contains some of the most 

comprehensive and explicit teaching in the New Testament 

on the subject of worship. The author’s purpose is to explain 

how the worship of the New Covenant surpasses that of the 

Old in every respect, bringing in a better glory, a better 
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priesthood, better ordinances, greater liberty, and a better 

sanctuary – all as a result of the finished work of Christ. 

 

The New Covenant Church possesses a 
greater glory than the Old.  

(Hebrews 1:1-4; 2:1-4; 3:1-5) 
 

The primary concern of the author of Hebrews is to set 

forth Christ as the fulfillment of all the types and shadows of 

the Old Covenant, who put an end to the external ceremonies 

instituted through Moses. For this reason, He has been 

counted worthy of more glory than Moses, because He has 

brought the realities to light while Moses only delivered the 

shadows. The worship of the New Covenant is more glorious 

than that of the Old, because of the surpassing glory of Christ 

Himself.  

Now the worship instituted by Moses had an outward 

glory which was seen in the extravagant ceremonies, the 

golden vessels, and the elaborate layout of the tabernacle. 

Surely, if the focus of Hebrews is external we should expect 

to find the New Covenant Church seeking to outdo Israel by 

building bigger and better temples and instituting more 

elaborate rites for the worship of God. In fact, this is the very 

thing that the Roman Catholic Church has been doing for 

centuries, as seen in the great Cathedrals of the world and not 

least in the outward extravagance of the Vatican itself. Sadly, 

Protestant churches have largely fallen for this externalistic 

religion as well, building Crystal Cathedrals, large and 

opulent “worship centers” and filling church buildings with 

all manner of worldly pageantry. 

But the surpassing glory of the New Covenant Church is 

not outward – it is spiritual. Seeking to enhance the external 

glory of New Covenant worship misses the whole point of 

Hebrews. The perspective that the Church has missed – or at 

least lost in the doctrinal confusion of the past two centuries 

– is that Christ’s  glory is seen in the absence of external 

spectacle, shining forth in His pure and holy Word. 

Consequently, the more the Church endeavors to augment the 

outward experience of worship, by adding elements designed 
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to appeal to the senses and emotions of the worshippers – the 

more the glory of Christ is obscured.  

The popular idea that the New Covenant Church has 

greater liberty in Christ to innovate in regard to worship is 

refuted in Hebrews as well. The greater glory of the New 

Covenant brings with it greater, not less, accountability to the 

word of Christ.  

The second chapter of Hebrews begins with these words: 

“Therefore we must give the more earnest heed to the things 

we have heard, lest we drift away. For if the word spoken 

through angels proved steadfast, and every transgression and 

disobedience received a just reward, how shall we escape if 

we neglect so great a salvation, which at the first began to be 

spoken by the Lord, and was confirmed to us by those who 

heard Him, God also bearing witness both with signs and 

wonders, with various miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit, 

according to His own will?” 

“Therefore” – that is, because of the abundance of 

spiritual truth that has come to light through Jesus Christ – 

“we must give the more earnest heed to the things we have 

heard, lest we drift away.” Does this sound like the popular 

drivel that assures “New Testament Christians” that Jesus has 

won them freedom from strict obedience to God’s law – that 

they now have the liberty to be “creative” in their approach 

to God in worship – and that insistence upon carefully 

conforming the worship of the Church to “whatsoever is 

commanded” in Scripture is a remnant of the Old Covenant 

era? This is not the doctrine of the inspired author of 

Hebrews! On the contrary, he says that if the word spoken 

through angels (referring to the law given to Moses) proved 

steadfast, and every transgression and disobedience received 

a just reward HOW SHALL WE ESCAPE if we neglect so 

great a salvation? 

He refers to that which “first began to be spoken by the 

Lord” and then to the apostolic witness – He is referring to 

the written word of the New Testament. And he says that we 

– who are New Covenant believers – are even MORE 

ACCOUNTABLE to obey God’s word without transgression 

and disobedience than were those who only received the 

shadow of truth yet to be revealed. 
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 The comparison between Moses and Jesus continues 

in the third chapter of Hebrews. Just as Moses was a faithful 

servant in all things pertaining to God’s house, so Christ is “a 

Son over His own house” and is thus “worthy of more glory 

than Moses.”  This comparison makes it clear that Christ 

exercises absolute authority over “His own house” and is 

therefore to be obeyed in all things pertaining to His worship. 

If Israel was not free to supplement the worship revealed by 

Moses with their own inventions, how can it be thought that 

the greater glory of the New Covenant Church may be 

“improved” by the vain additions of men without the greatest 

insult to Him who owns the house? If we truly apprehended 

the glory of Christ Himself, we would not only fear to 

encroach upon His exclusive right to govern our worship, but 

we would not consider our own empty rituals necessary to 

enhance His glory.  

 

The New Covenant Church has a better 
Priesthood than the Old.  
(Hebrews 7:11 – 8:13) 

 

A further contrast between Old and New Covenant 

worship centers around the role of the priest, who functions 

as a mediator between God and His people. The sons of 

Aaron, also called “the Levitical priesthood,” were appointed 

under the Old Covenant to officiate at the earthly sanctuary. 

Yet their work was only typical in that it anticipated the 

perfect work of Christ. Since it was only typical the Levitical 

priesthood was weak in many ways.  

 

• It was only external and could not apply salvation to 

the heart.  

• It was entrusted to mortal men, who died and were 

replaced.  

• It was entrusted to sinful men, who had to offer 

sacrifices for themselves as well as the people.  

• It was ineffectual, and had to be repeated daily.  

• It was appointed for the earthly sanctuary, not the 

true heavenly tabernacle.  
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In pointing out these weaknesses, the author of Hebrews 

sets forth the superiority of the Priestly work of Christ, who 

was appointed not according to the order of Aaron, but 

according to the order of Melchizedek.  

This Melchizedek, who first appears in Genesis 14, is a 

unique and mysterious figure, described as both a king and a 

priest. This points to the superiority of the Priesthood of 

Christ – He is not only a Priest, but also a King over the 

Church. The only other places Melchizedek is mentioned in 

Scripture are in Psalm 110 and the book of Hebrews, which 

make it clear that he was a type of Christ.  

In Christ the offices of priest and king would be 

combined, and a more perfect Priesthood would supersede 

the imperfect and unprofitable Levitical priesthood. The 

point of the author of Hebrews is that “We have such a High 

Priest, who is seated at the right hand of the throne of the 

Majesty in the heavens, a Minister of the sanctuary and of 

the true tabernacle which the Lord erected, and not man” 

(Heb. 8:1-2). This change of Priesthood has profound 

implications for the worship of the New Covenant Church.  

First of all, it teaches us that the New Covenant Church 

is not a priestless Church. There are no human priests, such 

as there were in the Old Testament era, but there is a Priest to 

whom has been committed the government of the worship of 

the sanctuary. By retaining the terminology of “priest,” the 

Roman Catholic Church maintains the idea that a human 

mediator is still necessary to stand between God and the 

sinner and to preside over the worship of God’s house. 

Likewise, when Protestant churches confer upon human 

ministers (though they seldom call them priests) the 

prerogative of “designing” elements and activities of worship 

that will help the people to gain more of a sense of their 

nearness to God – they are replacing the Mediation of Christ 

with the mediation of men. 

But the teaching of Hebrews regarding the Priesthood of 

Christ has another implication. Its effect is to transfer our 

worship from the external tabernacle, which was made 

“according to the pattern” shown to Moses on the mountain, 

to the true tabernacle in heaven made by God Himself. 
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Through the once-for-all sacrifice of our Great High Priest 

we have transcended the limitations of mere external worship 

and gained access into the very presence of God. We are no 

longer tied to a model of the true sanctuary – we are ushered 

into the very courts of the heavenly Temple!  

Sad to say, most Christians today are confused by this 

truth, because they regard what is seen and experienced with 

the physical senses and more “real” than the heavenly 

realities that they cannot see. And so they think that their 

spiritual experience is “enhanced” by outward activities 

which only take their minds off of the bountiful provisions 

that God holds forth to them through His word and Spirit. 

As long as Aaron’s sons retained the priesthood, the 

worship of God’s people was bound up with external 

ceremonies which could never accomplish their salvation. 

But there is no place for outward rites in “the true tabernacle 

which the Lord erected, and not man.”  The perfect 

Priesthood of Christ means that all has been done – the 

external forms have passed away. The imposition of new 

outward forms of worship is therefore an affront to our Great 

High Priest. It is tantamount to saying that we consider His 

Priestly work as insufficient to gain for us the full blessings 

of communion with God. 

 

The New Covenant Church has better 
ordinances than the Old. (Hebrews 9:1-15) 

 

It is often argued that when Christ did away with the Old 

Covenant ordinances the result was a Church completely free 

to offer whatever expressions of praise and worship that 

seem appropriate to the worshipper. This is the dominant 

view of the modern church, but it is not the view of the 

inspired author of Hebrews. The contrast he draws is not 

between an Old Covenant with commanded ordinances and a 

New Covenant with unbridled license, but between the 

“fleshly ordinances” of the Old Covenant and the spiritual 

realities of the New.  

The service of the Levitical priests in the earthly 

tabernacle was conducted through a host of outward 
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ordinances. There was a splendor expressed in the aesthetic 

display of these things, yet all of this outward glory was 

accompanied by the work of the priests, who were forbidden 

from entering into the Most Holy Place because of their own 

sin. The author says plainly that this was all a symbolic 

demonstration of the futility of “fleshly ordinances” to 

provide access to God. As long as the first tabernacle was 

still standing, with its fleshly ordinances, there could be no 

true communion with God.  

When the Levitical priesthood was superseded by the 

coming of Christ, there was also a termination of the gifts, 

sacrifices and temple ordinances associated with it, because 

these things were “a shadow of good things to come.” But 

Jesus Christ entered into the Most Holy Place – not the 

earthly shadow but the true reality in heaven – and gained 

access for us into the presence of God. The ordinances He 

left us – prayer, the reading and preaching of the Word, the 

singing of psalms with grace in the heart, the sacraments – all 

center around the communion of the heart with God.  

The problem with the modern view of worship, as we 

have noted, is that it confuses shadow with reality. 

Desperately clinging to the fleshly appeal of aesthetic 

display, it downplays genuine spiritual communion with God.  

Prayer and preaching are two of the ordinances given by 

Christ to the Church in which the reality of our communion 

with God is most plainly seen. These ordinances reflect the 

direct communion we have with God through Christ as He 

speaks directly to us and we speak directly to Him – through 

the intercession of Jesus and by the agency of the Holy Spirit 

– who both illumines the Word to our hearts and helps us in 

the weakness of our prayers. Yet the modern church gives 

less time to these spiritual ordinances than it does to the 

“fleshly ordinances” of special musical performances and 

man-made ceremonies which Christ never commanded.  

Instead of glorying and delighting in direct access to God 

without the hindrance of external ceremonies, the people of 

God put far more time and effort into re-creating an external 

display and far less time in pursuing the access to God that 

Christ has gained for them through His Priestly work. The 

short sermons and shorter prayers of the contemporary 
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church bear ample testimony to the shameful disregard for 

the precious realities Jesus died to convey to us. As Johannes 

Oecolampadius explained, the Old Testmament ceremonies 

were like the lighting of candles, which in the hours before 

dawn serve their own purpose. But after the sun has ascended 

to the height of its noonday position, it is a strange lack of 

appreciation for the sunshine when we continue to burn 

candles.  

Appreciation for the efficacy of Christ’s sacrifice should 

show itself by not seeking to return to a shadow notion of 

glory in worship. The spiritual ordinances that He has given 

to us are far better and more full of spiritual power to 

transform our souls than any external ordinances ever were 

or ever can be. 

 

The New Covenant Church has a better 
liberty than the Old. (Hebrews 10:1-25) 

 

There is a liberty that we have in Christ which our Old 

Covenant counterparts did not possess. But it is not a liberty 

from the sovereign authority of God over our worship. It is a 

liberty from bondage to outward ceremonies and rituals – a 

freedom of access into the presence of God unencumbered by 

endless acts of symbolic display and loosed from all 

attachment to external buildings, uniforms and vestments, 

utensils and special articles set apart for sacred service. 

These things were necessary for the church before the 

fullness of redemption was brought to light in Christ – but 

they were a regarded as a form of bondage. 

Sherman Isbel writes: “There is a dinstinction between 

Old Testament and New Testament worship in the manner of 

our access to God. Old Testament believers dealt with 

…shadowy representations of approach into God’s presence, 

rather than relating immediately to the true tabernacle in 

heaven. There is a directness of approach in New Testament 

worship, because we deal not in the realm of shadows, but 

come boldly to God’s own throne of grace, the way into the 

most holy place now being manifest. The old covenant’s 

copies of heavenly things were unable to cleanse the 
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conscience and remove the fear of death, and association 

with these shadows left men with a spirit of bondage and a 

sense of condemnation. The New Testament regards these 

shadows as a restraint in our bold approach to God. Christ by 

His death has purchased for us a directness of access, and a 

freedom from the typological pomp and ceremony of the 

Levitical priesthood. Do we cherish this liberty from the 

Mosaic institutions?”  

Sadly, the answer to this question would seem to be a 

resounding “No!” if we consider the worship of the modern 

church, which, like ancient Israel, seems to prefer bondage in 

Egypt to liberty in the Land of Promise. In order to justify 

this, bondage to outward ordinances is portrayed as “freedom 

of expression,” and the binding of men’s consciences is held 

forth as “liberty from the law.” Yet, as a modern poet has 

poignantly noted, “Though chains be of gold they are chains 

just the same.”  

The author of Hebrews teaches us that the purpose of 

Christ’s atonement was to set us free from the futility of 

external worship and give us “boldness to enter the Holiest 

by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way.” The “old 

way” was cold and lifeless – a mere portrayal in physical 

spectacle of living realities yet to come – destined to be re-

enacted again and again as a perpetual reminder of its own 

insufficiency to accomplish the purpose to which it pointed. 

The “new way” is a “living way” – not dead ceremonies or 

lifeless rituals but genuine access to God and freedom from 

the perpetual bondage of a redundant outward show. 

This is the liberty in worship that we have in Christ – not 

endlessly seeking to re-create a temporal sense of nearness to 

God through external elements, but shaking off the yoke of 

slavery to “weak and beggarly elements” we enter directly 

into His presence in the heavenly sanctuary. If the Church 

appreciated this truth, there would not be such a “felt need” 

to develop bigger and better programs and performances – 

while ignoring the glorious liberty that is ours to commune 

with God through His word without the hindrance of such 

outward distractions. 
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The New Covenant Church has a greater 
accountability than the Old.  

(Hebrews 12:18-29) 

 

The author of Hebrews summarizes this teaching about 

New Covenant worship with a dramatic contrast between 

Mount Sinai and Mount Zion. Many have interpreted this to 

mean that the worship of the New Covenant Church is not 

characterized by fear and trembling, which was part of the 

law, but rather by a sort of free and easy experience of 

spiritual fulfillment apart from any concern for strict 

obedience to God’s commands.  

The passage, in fact, teaches no such thing. It is not a 

contrast of opposites but an argument from the lesser to the 

greater. After describing the terrifying manifestation of 

God’s glory on Mount Sinai, which accompanied the 

revelation of the shadows and types of the Old Covenant, the 

author describes the greater glory of Mount Zion. He says, in 

effect, “You have not come to Mount Sinai, whose glory was 

only seen and felt in a superficial and external way – the 

overwhelming glory of which could be touched, seen and 

heard – experienced by the physical senses – No! You have 

come to Mount Zion – the heavenly city where God actually 

dwells in the fullness of His glory, surrounded by the 

heavenly angels and the spirits of those redeemed by His 

grace – the place where Jesus performed His Priestly office 

by the sprinkling of His blood. None of these things can be 

seen, or heard, or felt with the physical senses – but their 

glory far surpasses that of Mount Sinai – as much as the 

glory of Heaven surpasses the glory of the earth – and your 

approach to these spiritual realities ought to fill you with 

MORE FEAR and MORE DREAD than the mere shadows of 

glory that appeared to Moses and the people of Israel.”  

Based upon the surpassing glory of the spiritual realities 

that have now been revealed he exhorts his readers: “See that 

you do not refuse Him who speaks. For if they did not escape 

who refused Him who spoke on earth, much more shall we 

not escape if we turn away from Him who speaks from 

heaven!” With greater revelation comes greater 
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accountability. Far from removing our sense of obligation to 

worship God according to His Word alone, the heavenly 

realities now revealed make it all the more urgent that we 

“serve God acceptably with reverence and godly fear.” 

To serve God “acceptably” means to worship Him as He 

requires – not as we imagine he should be worshipped. The 

demeanor of our hearts in the light of this greater spiritual 

glory is not to be that of lightness and giddiness and 

presumption in the presence of God – We are to serve God 

acceptably WITH REVERENCE AND GODLY FEAR! 

Surely His grace and glory are worthy of such a response.’ 

Such is the teaching of the book of Hebrews with regard 

to the superiority of New Covenant worship over that of the 

Old: 

 

• Our worship has a greater glory. 

• It is conducted by a greater Priest. 

• It is conducted through better ordinances. 

• It is conducted with greater liberty. 

• We have a greater accountability. 

 

“Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom which 

cannot be shaken, let us have grace, by which we may serve 

God acceptably with reverence and godly fear.  For our God 

is a consuming fire.” 
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Chapter 59 
Worship in James 

 

This epistle, possibly written as early as A.D. 49, is 

thought by some to be the earliest New Testament writing. 

It’s most likely author is James, the brother of Jesus. It is rich 

with instruction in godliness and while it contains little in the 

way of specific direction for worship, it’s treatment of the 

Law of God provides a foundation for the public assemblies 

of the Church that is quite different from the common views 

of today. 

 

The implanted word is the perfect law of 
liberty. (James 1:1-2:13) 

 

The self-consciousness with which the apostles and early 

disciples regarded the authority of Christ is beautifully set 

forth in the opening salutation of James, who was the brother 

of Jesus according to the flesh, and yet who does not hesitate 

to call himself “a bondservant of God and of the Lord Jesus 

Christ.”  A bondservant is one purchased and owned by a 

master or lord. He is not free to do as he pleases, but is bound 

in all things by the will of his master.  

So it is in the Church. Christ is the Master and Lord of 

His own house, and we are to regard ourselves as His willing 

and obedient servants. How contrary this is to the prevailing 

view of the Church, which regards itself as possessing an 

unbridled liberty to do whatever it pleases in the very name 

of the One who bought it with so great a price!  

James makes it clear in his epistle that the rule for all of 

life and worship is to be nothing but “the word of truth.” He 

is conscious of the native wickedness of man’s heart which, 

given the opportunity, is quickly drawn away by its own 

desires and enticed. At the root of this enticement is 

dissatisfaction with God’s good gifts as the heart of man 

chases blindly after some illusive sense of personal 

fulfillment.  

Thus James reminds us that heaven, not earth, is the 

source of every good and perfect gift, and with God “there is 
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no variation or shadow of turning.” There is a strong 

emphasis here upon the immutability of God. Man’s desires 

are constantly changing, so that his thoughts cannot be a 

solid foundation for action, least of all in the worship of the 

living God. But the will of the Lord stands firm throughout 

the ages and is able to direct us to what is truly good and 

perfect. Since God does not change, neither do the principles 

that govern His worship.  

For this reason, James exhorts his readers to be “doers of 

the Word.”  He does not regard the Scriptures as a burden 

upon the backs of God’s people, or the law as a hindrance to 

their experience of liberty in Christ. Quite the contrary, twice 

in the early verses of his epistle he writes of the perfect “law 

of liberty” which is both the source of blessing for those who 

look into and continue in it (1:24-25) and a standard of 

judgment against those who transgress it (2:12).  

James clearly regarded the moral law, which he calls “the 

royal law,” as the abiding standard for the Church throughout 

all ages.  Further, he understood the nature and purpose of 

God’s law, which was to set us at liberty from our own fickle 

and destructive desires, to serve and worship God in such a 

way that we receive blessing and escape judgment.  

The Regulative Principle of Worship simply holds that 

the First Table of God’s Law remains in force, not as a 

restraint upon our “freedom” in worship, but as a “law of 

liberty” to direct us in the way of blessing.  

 

Our faith is proved by conforming to God’s 
Law. (James 2:14-26) 

 

In this well-known passage, James describes the essential 

relationship between faith and works, demonstrating that the 

mere profession of faith (which even the demons can make) 

is not enough to prove it genuine. True faith is always 

accompanied by obedience. Where there is no governing 

principle of obedience, there is no real faith. For this reason 

James challenges anyone who claims to have faith to 

demonstrate it, or make it visible.  
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The only evidence visible to human eyes is deeds of 

obedience. As the editors of the New Geneva Study Bible 

write: “James appeals to Abraham as his chief exhibit of one 

who is justified by his works. This involves no conflict with 

Paul who also appeals to Abraham as the chief exhibit of one 

justified by faith. Note that James appeals to Gen. 22, while 

Paul appeals to Gen. 15. In the sight of God Abraham is 

justified in Gen. 15, long before he offers Isaac on the altar. 

God knew Abraham’s faith to be genuine. Abraham is 

justified to us, to human eyes, in Gen. 22 when he shows his 

faith through his obedience. Jesus used the same verb in Luke 

7:35 when He declared ‘wisdom is justified by her children’ 

(i.e., shown to be genuine wisdom by its results).”  

The point here, then, is that true faith is that which 

results in outward acts of obedience to God. This is true 

whether the focus of the faith professed is upon the Second 

Table of the Law (the brother who sees someone in need) or 

the First Table (Abraham’s sacrifice). If we say that we 

believe in God, and our statement is true, we will prove it by 

conforming our actions to His Word. In everyday life, this 

means that genuine faith results in works of mercy in 

fulfillment of the second table of the law. In worship, it 

means that genuine faith results in visible conformity to what 

God requires in fulfillment of the first table of the law. 

Faith without works is dead. If we say that we have faith, 

and yet worship God according to our own desires or the 

traditions of men, our profession of faith is as suspect as if 

we claimed to believe and yet refused to give aid to a brother 

in need. This does not mean that everyone whose worship 

does not conform to the Regulative Principle is an unbeliever 

whose profession is empty. Many worship according to 

human traditions and the commandments of men in 

ignorance, though they reverence God in their hearts. But the 

point is that genuine faith will lead to greater conformity to 

the truth, especially when the truth is plainly presented. If it 

does not – if the individual confronted with the plain truth of 

Scripture that God is to be worshipped according to His 

commands alone, and not according to the opinions of men, 

determines to continue in his preferred forms of worship 

because he finds them more satisfying to his own desires – 
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then there is reason for that individual to examine his heart. 

Does he really mean what he says when he professes to be a 

servant of God? Where is the proof in the realm of worship?  

The proof of true faith is coming into visible subjection to the 

“perfect law of liberty,” which evidences that we have been 

truly set free from the bondage of our own self-seeking 

desires.  

 

The wisdom from above is our guide in all 
things. (James 3:1-18) 

 

In discussions of the unruly tongue presented by James 

the context is often overlooked. The passage begins with a 

warning to those who would “become teachers” and thus 

“receive a stricter judgment.” James is concerned with the 

use of the tongue in general, but he is particularly concerned 

about the employment of the tongue by teachers in the 

Church.  

This vivid portrayal of the tongue is intended as a caution 

for those who are appointed to teach God’s people the way of 

truth and righteousness. They must be fully aware of their 

natural tendency to use their words in a self-serving way. Of 

course, the tongue itself is only an outlet for the heart. 

“Brood of vipers! How can you, being evil, speak good 

things? For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth 

speaks” (Matthew 12:24). 

When James says that “no man can tame the tongue” 

then, he does not mean that it cannot be tamed, but that only 

God can tame it by renewing the heart within. When God 

subdues the tongue the teacher is able to speak “in the 

meekness of wisdom.”  Only as the heart is subdued to God’s 

Word can the tongue of the teacher speak truth to the 

edification of his hearers and the glory of God. Thus James 

moves from discussing the tongue to addressing the nature of 

true wisdom.  

There is a certain kind of wisdom, so-called, spouted 

forth by those who would be regarded as teachers. James 

speaks of this pseudo-wisdom when he writes: “But if you 

have bitter envy and self-seeking in your hearts, do not boast 
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and lie against the truth.”  He then describes this “wisdom” 

as “earthly, sensual, demonic.” These terms are intended as a 

sharp contrast with the wisdom that “comes down from 

heaven.”  

According to James, teaching that centers upon sensual 

(relating to the physical senses) and earthly performances is 

demonic, since it has always been Satan’s goal to convince 

men to develop their own outward form of religion contrary 

to God’s word. But “the wisdom that is from above” is that 

which is revealed in the Scriptures. This is the wisdom that 

the Church’s teachers are to set forth. It is not earthly, but 

heavenly – not sensual but spiritual – not demonic but 

inspired by the living God. It does not spring from self-

seeking and result in bitter envy, as the traditions of men 

ultimately must do. Instead, it is first pure (undefiled by 

corrupt human hands) – then, it leads to godly results, being 

“peaceable, gentle, easy to be entreated, full of mercy and 

good fruits, without partiality and without hypocrisy.”   

These are the products of teaching that carefully 

conforms to God’s own word and refuses to supplement it 

with human inventions. The wisdom of this world tells the 

Church to conform her doctrine and worship to that which is 

earthly and sensual. The inevitable result is “confusion and 

every evil thing.”  

God calls the Church’s teachers to carry on their work 

according to the wisdom that is from above, having their 

tongues bridled by the Word of truth. Surely, the reaping of 

the fruit of righteousness is worth the scorn of those who 

accuse us of being “behind the times.” 

 

Be humble before the Lawgiver.  

(James 4:1-17) 

 

Having addressed the destructive results of false teaching 

in the Church, which exalts earthly and sensual activities 

above the Word of God, James goes on to instruct his readers 

in the way of escape. There is a progression here in James’ 

employment of the figure of war:  war with one another 
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proceeds from war within your members, which evidences 

enmity [warfare] with God.  

At the root of all of this warfare is pride. The man who 

refuses to submit to God can have no peace within himself or 

with his brethren. This is why the pursuit of self-fulfillment, 

so common within the church and its worship, inevitably 

leads to strife and contention. Each man thinks he knows 

what is best, no one consults the Word of God, and everyone 

seeks to establish his own opinions above the rest.  

The solution, says James, is to “submit to God” and 

“resist the devil.” Submission to God means conforming with 

a willing heart to His commands. Resisting the devil means 

refusing to follow his suggestion that you, rather than God, 

are the determiner of what is good and desirable. James calls 

upon sinners (which includes us all) to “cleanse their hands” 

and for the “double-minded,” whose allegiance is divided 

between God’s word and worldly inclinations, to purify 

themselves. Peace is made with God through unconditional 

surrender to His will, which then results in peace within the 

heart and peace within the Church. Yet James realizes that 

even in submission to God’s word sinful men will seek to 

exalt themselves over their brothers and they will sit in 

judgment upon those they conclude have not conformed to 

His law as completely as they have.  

Isn’t this often the case among those who hold to the 

Biblical distinctives of worship? Satan knows how to play 

upon our weaknesses and lead us into pride – whether it is 

pride in opposing the commandments of God, or pride in 

upholding them. In pridefully condemning their brethren, 

James says that we set ourselves up as “judges of the law” 

rather than “doers of the law.” James therefore reminds us 

that “there is one Lawgiver, who is able to save and to 

destroy.”  

He is far from disparaging the law as a rule of 

sanctification and godly practice, but rather is urging his 

readers to obey the law with humility toward God and men. 

Submission to the revealed will of God is therefore seen as 

the cure for prideful divisions in the Church, whether they 

spring from the exaltation of human opinions or from the 

exaltation of self-righteousness.  
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Patience is central to Biblical worship.  

(James 5:1-19) 
 

As James draws his epistle to a close, he turns to the 

theme of patience. Perhaps patience is not a concept that you 

have generally associated with the worship of God. Yet there 

is a real sense in which the lack of this virtue can be found at 

the root of every departure of men from God’s word.  

It is the desire for instant gratification that leads men to 

hoard wealth as well as to seek spiritual fulfillment through 

contrived means. The restless heart of man hates the thought 

of waiting upon the Lord. James therefore admonishes the 

rich to see the folly and peril of heaping up earthly treasures.  

Next, he urges his readers to exercise patience in all 

things, citing the examples of the farmer, the prophets, and 

godly Job. Whatever the circumstances, turning the heart 

toward God and waiting upon His will is our duty.  

The exhortations to avoid rash oaths, to pray in times of 

suffering, and to sing psalms in times of joy are all 

expressions of patience in contrast to hasty human responses. 

James is admonishing us how to turn our daily experiences, 

whether good or bad, into patient devotional exercises. A 

rash or hasty oath is simply an attempt to speed up the 

provision of God through artificial means. James says, “let 

your yes be yes and your no be no” and wait patiently upon 

the Lord’s provision.  

The desire to manipulate our circumstances when things 

go badly is an attempt to speed up the provision of God 

through artificial means. James says that we are to pray when 

we suffer, availing ourselves of God’s means and waiting 

patiently upon His timing. The desire to revel in the 

abundance of blessings and thus to forget both God and our 

neighbor in the midst of our own happiness also calls for 

patience. So James says that when we are happy we should 

“sing psalms,” lest we lose sight of the source and purpose of 

our happiness.  

No one needs to be exhorted to simply sing when he is 

happy, but to “sing psalms” is a spiritual means of rightly 
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measuring true happiness. Patiently waiting upon the means 

of grace, then, is an important element of the Biblical view of 

worship. The lack of this patience has led in large part to the 

restless quest for spiritual fulfillment through man-made 

means. Those who rush to create their own blessings have 

wandered from the truth, but those who patiently wait upon 

the Lord to provide what He has promised find abundant 

blessing. 
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Chapter 60 
Worship in 1 Peter 

 

Peter wrote to comfort and encourage “the pilgrims of 

the Dispersion” – Jewish believers who were scattered 

throughout the regions outside of Palestine. This he did by 

emphasizing the spiritual nature of the New Covenant 

Church which had superseded the physical and local Old 

Covenant community.  

 

We have received an incorruptible and 
imperishable inheritance. (1 Peter 1:1-25) 

 

The “pilgrims of the Dispersion” were believing Jews 

who had been scattered throughout the regions surrounding 

Palestine. As Jews, they naturally yearned to be in their 

homeland – especially in the vicinity of the Temple. Peter 

writes this epistle to bring comfort to those who considered 

themselves to have been disinherited by their circumstances. 

The good news he brings them centers upon the change that 

Christ has brought through His fulfillment of the prophetic 

promises.  

Far from being disinherited, they were begotten again to 

a living hope “to an inheritance incorruptible and undefiled 

and that does not fade away.” The outward ordinances of the 

Temple were by nature corruptible and would eventually 

fade away. The dispersed remnant was not to look to such 

external things, but rest in the genuineness of faith, which is 

“more precious than gold that perishes.” They were indeed 

pilgrims, not because they were separated from the Temple 

and its fleshly ordinances, but because they were strangers to 

the world and its perishable elements, having received a 

heavenly inheritance. Their minds, therefore, were to be 

girded up by the hope they had in Him “whom having not 

seen” they loved.  

At the same time, having been elected “for obedience,” 

they were to conduct themselves “throughout the time of 

their stay here in fear; knowing that they were not redeemed 

with corruptible things, like silver or gold, but with the blood 
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of Christ.” Peter underscores the contrast between the 

outward, corruptible elements of the Temple and the 

spiritual, incorruptible worship of Christ. It was this 

incorruptible worship that had been revealed “in these last 

times” and it was this spiritual inheritance in which the 

dispersed pilgrims were to hope.  

The Church is not to build itself up with corruptible and 

perishable external elements, but to take hold of the spiritual 

worship of Christ according to His Word, which endures 

forever, remembering that “All flesh is as grass, and all the 

glory of man as the flower of the grass” which withers and 

fades away. The Church that builds itself up through reliance 

upon that which is fleshly and temporary has no lasting hope, 

having set its heart upon the corruptible glory of man. But we 

have been born again, “not of corruptible seed but 

incorruptible, through the word of God which lives and 

abides forever.” Those who take hold of this truth and give 

themselves to the worship of Christ in spirit and in truth can 

never be separated from this glorious inheritance. 

 

We are being built up as a spiritual house 
to offer spiritual sacrifices.  

(1 Peter 2:1 – 3:7)  

 

Peter wants to be sure that his readers truly understand 

the transition that has taken place through Jesus Christ and 

how it affects their worship. The words that he uses, 

borrowing images from the Old Testament, contain both 

continuity and discontinuity. The basic principles of worship 

remain the same as they were under the Old Covenant, 

focusing upon the sacrifice of Christ. This is continuity. The 

form of worship has been radically changed as the outward 

elements have given way to their spiritual antitypes. This is 

discontinuity.  

The foundation for the Church’s worship is Christ 

Himself, who was rejected by men, but chosen by God and 

precious in His sight. Christ was rejected because He did not 

cater to the fleshly expectations of men but pointed to a 

spiritual Kingdom. In the same way, the worship that Christ 
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brings to the Church is rejected by those who demand an 

outward and fleshly experience according to their own 

understanding.  

This point is central to a proper understanding of New 

Covenant worship: There is a fundamental antithesis between 

outward/external/sense-oriented worship and 

inward/internal/spiritual worship. The natural inclination of 

man is to seek a sense of spiritual fulfillment through 

outward performances, and so he tends to reject God’s 

emphasis upon simple, spiritual word-centered worship. Just 

as the Jews rejected Christ because He did not usher in a 

visible earthly kingdom according to their hope and 

expectation – so too do many Christians reject the spiritual 

worship of Christ in favor of that which appeals to their 

senses and fulfills their desire for a visible and tangible 

experience of worship. 

Peter fleshes out this contrast in his reference to the 

difference between the Old and New Covenant temples. He 

says that we are “living stones” in contrast to the lifeless 

stones that comprised the old Temple. He says that we are 

being built up into a “spiritual house,” underlining the fact 

that the New Covenant Church does not consist in the 

performance of outward ceremonies or acts of worship. He 

says that we are a “holy priesthood” offering up “spiritual 

sacrifices” in contrast to the old priesthood whose offerings 

were fleshly and visible. These spiritual sacrifices are 

“acceptable to God through Jesus Christ,” emphasizing that 

nothing is acceptable to God but that which is offered up in 

conformity to the Word.  

The worship that was acceptable to God under the Old 

Covenant, as we have seen throughout our study, was that 

which conformed to His prescribed ordinances and which 

proceeded from a sincere heart in true reliance upon the 

promise of Christ hidden in the ordinances. Likewise, that 

worship that is acceptable to God under the New Covenant is 

that which conforms to His word and which sincerely looks 

to Christ’s completed work, not seeking to add to or subtract 

from it through human traditions. 

Peter stresses the spiritual nature of the New Covenant 

and its worship, because it is in the spiritual simplicity of 
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Christ that the sufficiency of His perfect sacrifice is seen. Yet 

just as the spiritual Kingdom of Christ was rejected by those 

whose minds looked no higher than this world, so the 

spiritual worship of the New Covenant is a stumbling block 

and an offense to those who are “disobedient to the word.”   

This points to the real reason that many Christians 

despise the simple spiritual worship that God has revealed in 

Christ. It offends them because they love their own 

conceptions of worship more than they love God’s word. 

They are unwilling to be submissive to God. This truth 

provides a segue for Peter to exhort his readers to give due 

submission in their respective human relationships, whether 

as citizens, servants, or spouses. Because God is our King, 

our master, and our husband we are to render due submission 

to His word in worship – not seeking to adorn our services 

outwardly, but cultivating that incorruptible beauty that is 

exhibited by quiet and humble obedience to the word of 

truth. This is the strength and glory of the Church which can 

not be created by external means. 

 

The death of Christ means the death of the 
flesh. (1 Peter 3:8 – 4:6) 

 

The result of the finished work of Jesus Christ is that we 

have been set free from the constraints of the flesh and 

brought into a glorious spiritual inheritance. This freedom 

finds expression in two important ways.  

First, it enables us to be of “one mind.” This is an 

indication of conformity to God’s word, since we can never 

be of one mind if each group or individual is governed by 

mere human opinion. Second, it gives us liberty of 

conscience in the face of opposition. This must not be 

understood as freedom for each man to follow the dictates of 

his own heart. Freedom of conscience in Scripture is always 

tied to God’s word, which alone informs and governs the 

conscience. To follow the commandments of men in 

opposition to God’s word, as the Confession reminds us, is 

“to destroy liberty of conscience” (WCF 20:2). Christ has set 

us free from human opinion which divides men and binds 
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their consciences. This liberty is presented in terms of the 

work of Christ who “being put to death in the flesh” was 

“made alive by the Spirit.”  

Notice how Peter continues to focus on the transition in 

Christ from flesh to spirit. The effect of this transition on 

worship meant the end of fleshly ordinances and the 

establishment of spiritual ordinances in their place. Peter 

cites the example of Noah to support his point. This passage 

has been erroneously assumed by many to refer to the 

activities of Christ during the three days in the grave. The 

context makes it clear that the preaching of Jesus to the 

“spirits in prison” took place “in the days of Noah, while the 

ark was being prepared.” He preached through Noah to that 

corrupt generation which was in bondage to the flesh. They 

were ultimately destroyed, but “eight souls were saved 

through water,” which Peter tells us was a type of the 

spiritual cleansing signified through baptism.  Just as Noah’s 

family was lifted out of the world in the ark, so are God’s 

people raised up with Jesus Christ “who has gone into 

heaven and is at the right hand of God.”  

We have died with Christ to the flesh and live with Him 

in the spirit. Our worship is to reflect this truth by being 

purged of all reliance on fleshly and outward acts, being 

framed according to the spiritual realities of heaven. The 

world thinks it strange that we do not continue to run with 

them in a flood of fleshly indulgence. Sadly, so does most of 

the church, which regards us as foolish and over-strict 

because we do not fill our worship services with all manner 

of activities designed to indulge our fleshly inclinations. But 

we are to take heart, knowing that the end of the Gospel is to 

set us free to “live according to God in the spirit.”  

 

Judgment begins at the house of God.  

(1 Peter 4:7-19) 

 

Peter introduces this section of his letter by stating that 

“the end of all things is at hand.” What does he mean? Is he 

acting the part of a doomsday prophet, standing upon the 

street corner with a sign that says “REPENT! THE END OF 
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THE WORLD IS COMING!” He does not mean the end of 

history, but the end of the Old Covenant era, which was 

about to come to a fiery conclusion with the destruction of 

the Temple and the city of Jerusalem.  

This event of divine judgment would signify the 

transition from earthly to spiritual worship once and for all. 

The Jews to whom Peter wrote would live through that great 

time of tribulation. If they were discouraged now, by being 

physically separated from the Temple, how would they 

respond to its complete desolation? It was essential for them 

to understand that God’s purpose in destroying the Temple 

was to establish a better and more permanent inheritance for 

His people. The Temple had served its purpose – “what is 

becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away” 

(Heb. 8:13).  

Even more encouraging to these dispersed pilgrims, 

whose spiritual hope and joy had been tied to the physical 

location of the temple in Jerusalem, was the fact that the 

elements of the New Covenant worship would not be subject 

to such destruction. Peter summarizes the elements of New 

Covenant worship in two catergories, mentioning those who 

speak, and those who minister.  

The content of New Covenant worship is centered around 

the spoken word, which is to be communicated “as the 

oracles of God.” This clearly leaves no room for human 

opinion. The outworking of New Covenant worship is 

service. As God provides ability and grace through His word, 

the saints are to minister to those around them. This is the 

essence of New Covenant worship: not a form of spiritual 

entertainment to appeal to the senses and stir up the emotions 

of the worshippers, but serious and prayerful communication 

of the Word of God leading to active service in the name of 

Christ.  

Now when Peter announces that “the time has come for 

judgment to begin at the house of God” he is referring to 

God’s judgment of Israel for her corruptions of divine 

worship. These took two forms: (1) Focusing on the external 

while ignoring the spiritual truth depicted in the ceremonies, 

and (2) adding human traditions to God’s commands. The 

coming judgment was designed to purify the Church from 
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these corruptions and demonstrate the consequences of 

disobedience to the will of God. The New Covenant Church 

would emerge from the flames “a spiritual house offering 

spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.”  

 
We are to be governed in all things by 
humility before God. (1 Peter 5:1-14) 

 

Peter’s concluding exhortations center around the means 

that God has given to the Church for its perseverance in grace 

and truth. He begins with the elders, who were appointed to 

“shepherd the flock of God.” They are deputies of the Chief 

Shepherd and will give an account to Him. It is His flock, and 

therefore they are not to be “lords over those entrusted to 

them.” It follows that they may appoint nothing but that 

which they have received from Christ.  

Next, Peter exhorts the younger people to submit to the 

elders, just as the elders have set an example of submission to 

Christ. All in the Church are to be “clothed with humility” – 

not puffed up and exalting themselves. This is all the more 

urgent, since our adversary prowls about to devour us, and 

what is his greatest resource but pride? 

For the present time, Peter’s readers were to experience 

the effects of “the mighty hand of God” as it swept away the 

last remnants of external ceremonial worship. They were to 

humble themselves under it – learning the lessons of the 

transition – owning their own part in contributing to the 

corruption of God’s worship – and in due time God would 

exalt them by His grace.  

The Apostolic benediction at the close of this letter 

announces that “glory and dominion” belong to God alone. 

This is the message of New Covenant worship – This is “the 

true grace of God in which you stand.” 
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Chapter 61 

Worship in 2 Peter 
 

The second epistle of Peter is a reminder to the Church to 

remain firmly rooted in the truth of the Gospel in the face of 

false teaching and persecution with an eye to the inevitable 

destruction of this world and its temporary elements along 

with all those who base their faith and practice upon them. 

The sure word of God is held forth as the antidote to false 

teaching, and the church is to be governed in all things by 

this certain word of inspiration. 

 

The Gospel gives us a new spiritual 
orientation. (2 Peter 1:1-15) 

 

Peter writes to Christians who are facing the danger of 

false teaching that always threatens to lure the Church away 

from godliness to a focus upon man-centered doctrine and 

practice. His purpose is to protect the saints from the snares 

set before them. This he sets out to do, first, by reminding 

them of the incomparable benefits that belong to them 

through Jesus Christ. He addresses them as “those who have 

obtained like precious faith with us by the righteousness of 

our God and Savior Jesus Christ.” This is intended to put 

them in mind of the fact that all faith is rooted in the 

righteousness of God, and not in our own pretended 

righteousness.  

Man’s tendency is always to look to himself rather than 

Christ as the source of righteous activity. In worship this is 

expressed through self-imposed traditions by which men 

convince themselves that their service is pleasing to God. 

Peter would remove this pretense at the beginning by fixing 

our attention upon the righteousness of Christ which is the 

only source of life and worship that is pleasing to God. 

Whatever faith we have obtained did not originate with us, 

but is the gift of God. Likewise, our worship does not 

originate with us but is the precious gift of God through 

Christ.  
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Having laid this foundation, Peter expresses his desire for 

grace and peace to be multiplied to the saints of God. But 

notice how this is to be done. It is not through emotion or 

experience which leads to a feeling of nearness to God, but 

rather through “the knowledge of God and of Jesus our 

Lord,” which comes to us through the Word. This word, 

summarized by Peter as His “exceedingly great and precious 

promises,” is the vehicle through which we become 

“partakers of the divine nature.” There is nothing lacking in 

His word, for He has given us “all things that pertain to life 

and godliness” through the knowledge He has communicated 

to us by His inspired messengers. The Church needs to look 

no further than the Scriptures to find all that she needs to 

serve God acceptably. When she looks to man’s opinions, she 

becomes a partaker of man’s nature, rather than God’s.  

Next, Peter exhorts us to give all diligence to the building 

up of the characteristics of godliness which are the 

unmistakable evidence of a transformed nature. As the word 

of God is diligently searched and applied, the resulting 

godliness confirms the eternal election of the believer. The 

life and worship of the believer is to be marked by diligent 

and steady progress, rather than by a quick-fix mentality. 

Those who seek fulfillment in dramatic experiences are 

short-sighted and blind, but the elect of God will grow 

steadily through the implanted word which is their constant 

delight and pursuit. 

 

God’s written word is a more certain rule 
than direct revelation. (2 Peter 1:16-21) 

 

Many people covet the experiences of the apostles and 

prophets, who received direct verbal communication from 

God through audible voices and dramatic signs. Peter writes 

of his own immediate experience of revelation when he 

contrasts the message he and the other apostles preached with 

“cunningly devised fables.” He wants his readers to 

understand that he did not bring to them anything that was 

dreamed up by the imaginations of men, but bore testimony 

only to what he saw and heard as an eyewitness. It was this 



Chapter 61 – Worship in 2 Peter 

 567 

feature of direct personal revelation that set the teaching of 

the apostles apart. But the focus was not on the apostles or 

their experiences – the focus was upon the power of the word 

of God, which gave legitimacy to the message they preached. 

Because they saw Christ face to face, and heard the voice of 

God from heaven with their own ears, and were endowed 

with His Spirit of inspiration, they could proclaim His word 

with authority. They didn’t make up their doctrine as they 

went along.  

All of this makes Peter’s statement in verse 19 all the 

more remarkable. He says that we have “a more sure word of 

prophecy” as a result of God’s confirmation of the apostolic 

message. The written Scriptures communicated to us are 

better than the voice of God speaking from the holy 

mountain. They are a more sure word of prophecy! The 

reason for this is that the Scriptures are comprehensive and 

complete. They are also readily available to all. Instead of 

wishing for dramatic experiences of revelation, Peter wants 

us to understand the precious treasure that God has given us 

in His written word.  

Those who seek fulfillment through dramatic experience 

have failed to appreciate the glory of God’s perfect word. It 

is through “heeding” this “more certain word of prophecy” 

that we are confirmed in our faith – not through seeking to 

create a sense of direct revelation apart from the Scriptures. 

This is where much modern worship falls short. The endless 

quest for new uplifting experiences of nearness to God 

eclipses the brightness of God’s perfect word and makes it 

seem dull and uninspiring by comparison.  

Peter teaches that we must remember, first and foremost, 

that the written word is our only infallible guide. The 

church’s worship is not governed by private, or individual, 

interpretations according to the will of man, but by the direct 

word of God, communicated through inspired and proven 

messengers. Upon this word alone we are to stand.  
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False teaching stems from a contempt for 
God’s authority. (2 Peter 2:1-11) 

 

Wherever God’s servants are busy in the proclamation of 

His truth, the enemy’s servants are also hard at work to 

subvert the truth with falsehood. When God was 

communicating His perfect word through His prophets there 

was no shortage of false prophets to lead men away from 

God and teach them to trust in themselves. This is always the 

contrast between truth and error. God calls men to deny 

themselves and look to Him alone for light and salvation. 

Satan urges men to build themselves up and seek light and 

fulfillment through their own means.  

God’s prophets rested upon the divine word, knowing by 

whose authority they spoke. False prophets declared the 

words of men. Peter says that this conflict between true and 

false teaching will always exist among the people of God. 

The righteous will look to God’s truth as the rule for all their 

practice. But the ungodly – those influenced more by the 

world than by the word – will seek fulfillment through 

worldly means.  

The day of judgment will ultimately expose the folly of 

the wicked, but in the meantime, the believer must remain 

steadfast though all the world turns from the truth and rushes 

after the lure of worldly fulfillment. Peter locates the heart of 

ungodliness in a contempt for authority. Sinful men do not 

like to submit to God, but prefer instead to make their own 

way. This is the root of all sin and it lies at the center of 

corrupt worship.  

Peter calls those who despise authority “presumptuous” 

and “self-willed.” They presume to dictate to God how they 

will act, and they frame their activities in terms of what most 

pleases themselves. How tragic that these characteristics are 

so aptly descriptive of the attitude of many Christians toward 

the worship of God! The very idea that God governs the 

worship of His Church by His own supreme authority is held 

in general derision, while everyone is quick to presume that 

his own ideas of “praise and worship,” and the expressions 

that are judged to be most uplifting to human emotion, are to 
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be preferred above strict conformity to the commands of 

God’s word. What is this but a contempt for God’s authority 

and a presumptuous expression of self-will?  

These, according to Peter, are the marks of false teaching 

in the church. They are spawned by covetousness – which is 

the desire for personal gratification – and which is identified 

in Scripture as the purest form of idolatry. Let the people of 

God put such presumption far from them and learn to delight 

in submission to the sure word of truth, for only in so doing 

will they inherit the exceedingly great and precious promises 

of God and be made partakers of the divine nature. 

 

False teaching appeals to the flesh.  

(2 Peter 2:12-22) 

 

Peter’s description of false teachers is far from flattering, 

but it must be kept in mind that his  condemnation here is not 

limited to those who live in blatant sin. He is using the 

familiar analogies of Scripture to unmask the ugliness of all 

contempt for God’s truth in favor of man-centered worship. 

Such topics may be considered trivial to men, but they are of 

the utmost importance to God, who is exceedingly jealous for 

His own glory in the worship of His church.  

That Peter is not referring here to the profane acts of rank 

unbelievers is clear from the fact that he says they practice 

their wickedness “while they feast with you.” He is writing of 

those who are in the regular fellowship of the body of Christ. 

The references to adultery and corruption are being used in 

their Biblical sense as analogies or metaphors for false 

worship, which is regarded as the unfaithfulness of the Bride 

to her Husband.  

Peter compares false teachers to “natural brute beasts,” 

which is a Scriptural way of referring to those whose 

thoughts are fixed only upon this world and who have no 

regard for spiritual things. God created man for spiritual 

worship, but those who frame their worship according to 

sensual fulfillment reflect the nature of beasts rather than 

men created in God’s image.  
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He says that they “speak evil of the things they do not 

understand,” because they condemn those who do not follow 

them in their worldly worship. Comparing them to those who 

“count it a pleasure to carouse in the daytime,” he says that 

false teachers “carouse in their own deceptions while they 

feast with you.” In likening them to Balaam he makes it clear 

that his focus is upon those who seek to corrupt the pure 

worship of God and lead His people into spiritual adultery.  

In all of this, false teachers promise liberty to those who 

will follow them, but they only lead men into bondage to 

man’s will. Peter therefore issues the strongest warning to 

those who are tempted to follow the lead of such false 

teachers. His exhortation is reminiscent of Paul’s charge to 

the Galatians: “Stand fast therefore in the liberty by which 

Christ has made us free, and do not be entangled again with 

a yoke of bondage.”  

 

Faithfulness to the Scriptures will be the 
basis of God’s judgment. (2 Peter 3:1-18) 

 

In drawing his second epistle to a close, Peter reminds 

his readers of the main thrust of his counsel: “that you may 

be mindful of the words which were spoken before by the 

holy prophets, and of the commandment of us, the apostles of 

the Lord and Savior.” This is a summary of the whole 

revealed will of God as communicated in both testaments. 

These are the words to which we must adhere, resisting all 

innovations of human tradition which stems from a contempt 

for God’s authority and proceeds from a covetous desire for 

instant gratification through man-made means.  

Those who reject this principle are restless scoffers who 

relegate the written word to antiquity, forgetting that the 

word of God both created the world and sustains it until the 

judgment. It is according to that same divine word that all 

men will one day be judged. Peter’s vivid description of the 

final judgment, which depicts the “elements” melting with 

fervent heat, is discovers the vanity of worldly worship 

which focuses on those things that will be destroyed while 

neglecting that which endures forever.  
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Man’s impatience in seeking fulfillment apart from the 

word is contrasted with God’s patience. The written word 

alone is to be our guide, but searching the Scriptures is a 

difficult task which requires patience and perseverance. It is 

easier to “twist” the Scriptures into pretexts for personal 

preference than it is to diligently obey them, as modern 

church history amply demonstrates. But we are well armed to 

resist this temptation having been “warned beforehand” of 

the danger. Let us therefore purpose not to be “led away with 

the error of the wicked” but to “grow in the grace and 

knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” 
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Chapter 62 
Worship in 1 John 

 

The first epistle of John is a deeply personal pastoral 

letter written to confirm the faith of the saints. By focusing 

upon the divine attributes and actions of the Triune God, the 

apostle urges his readers to conduct themselves in all things 

as those who have been transformed by His redeeming grace. 

The spiritual themes of the letter, combined with its repeated 

linking of assurance with obedience, provide a beautiful 

picture of the outworking of worship in spirit and in truth.  

 

Fullness of joy in Christ is found through 
the Apostolic word. (1 John 1:1 – 2:2) 

 

Worship is fellowship with God. While it is true that our 

fellowship with God is by no means limited to the formal 

worship of the Church, there is a real sense in which our 

gathered worship is the most profound expression of 

communion with Him. Prior to the incarnation of Jesus 

Christ, a sense of nearness to God was sought through the 

external means of ceremonial worship as the people drew 

near to the Mercy Seat through the intercession of the priests. 

With the appearance of Jesus in the flesh the reality of true 

fellowship with God was brought to light. As John writes in 

the first chapter of his Gospel: “And the Word became flesh 

and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, the glory as of 

the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 

1:14).  

The Apostles had the joy of experiencing first hand the 

presence of the Living God in a way that had never been 

possible under the Old Covenant shadows. John’s emphasis 

on his sensory experience of Christ – who was the 

manifestation of “the word of life” – which was the particular 

privilege of the chosen Apostles underscores the direct 

fellowship with God that Christ came to restore. And yet the 

physical experience of the Apostles was unique, for we 

cannot say with them that we have heard His voice, or seen 

His form, or touched His body.  
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Herein lies the central and pivotal place of the Apostles 

in the transition from shadow to reality. What they saw and 

heard and touched in time and space they declared as 

witnesses through their inspired writing “that you also may 

have fellowship with us; and truly our fellowship is with the 

Father and with His Son Jesus Christ. And these things we 

write to you that your joy may be full.”  

The fellowship that we have with God through Christ is 

better and more perfect than that which was experienced 

through the Old Covenant types and shadows, and it is better 

than even the physical communion of the Apostles with 

Christ in the flesh. We have fullness of joy in the presence of 

God by faith in the testimony of His chosen witnesses. And 

the root of this fellowship is the message of the finished work 

of our Great High Priest, who is “the propitiation for our 

sins” and our Advocate with the Father.  

We do not need to rely upon our senses to experience 

joyful fellowship with God in Christ. The fullness of our joy 

is found in that spiritual worship which, through faith in His 

word, brings us into the spiritual presence of the Father 

through the mediation of the Son. 

 

To know God is to keep His 
commandments. (1 John 2:3-29) 

 

Continuing his emphasis upon the fellowship that we 

have with the Father and the Son, John writes about 

“knowing” God. To “know” in Scripture is not merely the 

acquiring of information, but includes the idea of intimate 

communion and love. John tells us plainly how we may know 

that we have this intimate fellowship with God. It is not 

through emotion or mystical experience. It is through 

obedience to His commandments.  

The popular idea that New Covenant Christians are free 

from obedience to the law of God is clearly contrary to 

John’s doctrine. It is through conforming to His 

commandments that we gain assurance that His grace has 

made us new creatures and drawn us into close communion 

with Him.  
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John says that the commandment is both old and new. It 

is old in the sense that it is “the word which you heard from 

the beginning.” It is new because it is no longer written on 

tablets of stone, but on the hearts and minds of believers. 

“But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of 

Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will put My law in 

their minds, and write it on their hearts; and I will be their 

God, and they shall be My people” (Jeremiah 31:33). The 

Old Covenant has been replaced by the New, but the standard 

of obedience remains the same.  

According to John, there are two great threats to the new 

direct fellowship that we have with God through Christ. The 

first is the love of the world, which leads us away from 

obeying the will of God. The second is false teaching that 

deceives us into thinking that we need more than what Christ 

has provided, thus denying that Jesus is the Christ. These 

subtle threats to our communion with God invade our 

worship when our focus is shifted from the word of God 

either to worldly entertainment or extrabiblical means of 

“enhancing” our sense of fellowship with Him.  

The solution, John says, is to “let that abide in you which 

you heard from the beginning” – namely, the commandments 

of God (see vs. 7). Samuel Langdon, a Congregational 

minister of the Colonial era, in an election day sermon 

preached in 1788 before the General Court of New 

Hampshire, made this appeal concerning worship: 

 

“Will you hear me patiently a little farther, while I 

say one thing more of very great importance, which I 

dare not suppress. I call upon you to preserve the 

knowledge of God in the land, and attend to the 

revelation written to us from heaven. If you neglect or 

renounce that religion taught and commanded in the holy 

scriptures, think no more of freedom, peace, and 

happiness; the judgments of heaven will pursue you. 

Religion is not a vain thing for you because it is your 

life… I mean no other religion than what is divinely 

prescribed, which God himself has delivered to us with 

equal evidence of his authority, and even superior to that 

given to Israel, and which he has as strictly commanded 
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us to receive and observe. The holy scriptures are given 

as the only rule of our faith, worship and obedience, and 

if we are guided by this perfect rule, we shall keep the 

way of truth and righteousness, and obtain the heavenly 

glory. We are now no more at liberty to draw up schemes 

of religion for ourselves, according to our own deceitful 

reasonings and vain imaginations, or to comply with the 

traditions and commands of men, or fall in with the 

refinements of human wisdom and the fashionable 

sentiments of the world, than Israel was to substitute 

modes of serving God different from what he expressly 

required.”   

When John says “you know all things” and “you do 

not need that anyone teach you” he does not mean that 

Christians have no need of further education in the word. 

He is affirming the sufficiency of that which has been 

revealed through the Spirit in the Scriptures and warning 

his readers against those who would seek to supplement 

the revealed truth with human inventions. Those who 

desire to abide in Christ must abide in His word and be 

instructed “just as He has taught you.” 

 

Assurance of faith comes through 
obedience to God’s commands.  

(1 John 3:1-24) 

 

In the third chapter of 1 John, the Apostle’s theme is 

sanctification. This theme is introduced in verse 2 with the 

words “it has not yet been revealed what we shall be, but we 

know that when He is revealed we shall be like Him.” The 

life of a child of God is marked by progressive growth in 

purity according to the image of Christ. This is a work of the 

Spirit, and yet we are responsible to pursue it as moral 

agents. Therefore he adds, “everyone who has this hope in 

Him purifies himself, just as He is pure.”  

The verses that follow have sometimes been construed as 

teaching Christian perfectionism – the idea that believers can 

and should attain a state of absolute sinlessness in this life. 

The context, however, makes it clear that John is not 
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speaking absolutely, but principially. True believers do not 

practice lawlessness, but righteousness. Our lives are 

governed by a new power over sin which we did not possess 

prior to conversion. This power is tied to our “abiding” in 

Christ, who came to “take away our sins” and to “destroy the 

works of the devil” and who has regenerated us unto life.  

Thus, our whole life is to be governed and animated by a 

predisposition to conform to God’s righteous 

commandments. If the predominant inclination of our hearts 

is to practice lawlessness, then we are not children of God 

but of the devil. Notice how John defines the absence of this 

principle of life in the children of the devil: “Whoever does 

not practice righteousness is not of God, nor is he who does 

not love His brother” (vs. 10). This is a summary of the two 

tables of the Law, as the reference to Cain makes clear. Cain 

murdered his brother (he broke the sixth commandment) 

because his works were evil (he broke the second 

commandment).  

John adds, “Do not marvel, my brethren, if the world 

hates you,” because he knows that evil men continue to hate 

those who worship God in Spirit and in truth. He goes on to 

exhort his readers to active obedience – love toward God and 

our neighbor – not “in word or in tongue, but in deed and in 

truth.”  

It is through our conformity to God’s commandment that 

the Spirit communicates assurance to our hearts that we are 

truly in Him. All of the exertions of men to stir up a sense of 

nearness to God through emotional manipulation are merely 

evidence of the prevailing lack of assurance that comes from 

failing to abide in His commandments. But John gives us this 

assurance: “he who keeps His commandments abides in Him, 

and He in him. And by this we know that He abides in us, by 

the Spirit whom He has given us.” 

 

Christ came in the flesh that we might live 
in the Spirit. (1 John 4:1-21) 

 

John knew that the coming of Christ in the flesh had 

introduced a radical change in the experience of God’s 
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people. The outward focus had given way to a new spiritual 

reality which could only be perceived by true faith. He also 

understood that there would be many false prophets seeking 

to undermine the faith of God’s people by turning their 

affections back to the world and its visible forms. He 

therefore exhorts his readers to “test the spirits, whether they 

are of God” by comparing their teaching with the testimony 

of Christ’s chosen witnesses (see vs. 14).  

The central truth by which false prophets were to be 

exposed was their failure or refusal to “confess that Jesus 

Christ has come in the flesh.”  This may sound strange since 

we are more accustomed to thinking of false teachers denying 

the deity of Christ rather than His humanity. John’s particular 

concern here, however, is with the profound implications of 

the incarnation.  

The coming of Christ “in the flesh” was the fulfillment of 

the types and shadows. It marked the end of worship rooted 

in the “elements of the world.” Paul admonished in Galatians 

4:3,9 “ Even so we, when we were children, were in bondage 

under the elements of the world… But now after you have 

known God, or rather are known by God, how is it that you 

turn again to the weak and beggarly elements, to which you 

desire again to be in bondage? To return to these “weak and 

beggarly elements” amounted to a denial that Jesus Christ has 

come in the flesh.  

John says that those who are “of the world speak as of 

the world and the world hears them” but those who are “of 

God” hear us when we proclaim the spiritual nature of New 

Covenant worship. Our sense of nearness to God does not 

come through what we experience with our physical senses. 

“No one has seen God at any time,” says John. His abiding 

presence is known through His word and Spirit, by faith in 

the eyewitness testimony of His apostles. The proof of our 

nearness to God is in the outworking of faith in obedience.  

Once more John turns our attention to the moral law, 

showing that one cannot claim adherence to the first table (“I 

love God”) while living in denial of the second table (“not 

loving his brother”). But love for God, “whom we have not 

seen” can only be the result of living faith in the heart. It is 

not produced through outward means, but through the inward 
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work of the Spirit. Thus true spiritual worship is the 

foundation for genuine love toward our brothers.  

 

Keeping God’s commands testifies of Christ 
and keeps us from idols. (1 John 5:1-21) 

 

Throughout 1 John the underlying emphasis is upon the 

fellowship that we have with God as a result of the 

propitiation of Christ who came in the flesh. The Spirit He 

sent to dwell within us gives us new life and transforms our 

will so that we become practitioners of righteousness. The 

foundation of our assurance does not rest upon what we see, 

but upon the testimony of the historic apostolic witnesses and 

the Spirit within who confirms our faith as we purify 

ourselves through keeping His commandments. Affirming 

this truth once again, John reminds his readers that “His 

commandments are not burdensome.”  

Satan has always tried to convince men that God’s laws 

are oppressive, but the true child of God knows better. He 

has a new spirit, which delights in the law of God. Our 

worship reflects the testimony of Christ’s finished work by 

its very simplicity and thus confesses before the world that 

Jesus has come in the flesh. Those who are of the world do 

not understand this profound truth, but seek instead to 

worship and serve God according to the elements of the 

world. They count God’s commandments as burdensome, but 

think nothing of being in bondage to the opinions and 

traditions of men. 

The testimony of our worship is that Christ came “by 

water and blood” (probably a reference to John 19:34 – “But 

one of the soldiers pierced His side with a spear, and 

immediately blood and water came out.”) – that is, according 

to Calvin, “so that believers might know that the true 

cleansing, of which the ancient baptisms were figures, is in 

Him.” Nothing remains to be done by men but to abide in 

Him through keeping His commandments. This is the 

“understanding” that John tells us in verse 20 the Son of God 

came to give us.  
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The letter ends with an exhortation to “keep yourselves 

from idols” – a final confirmation of the import of this truth 

for worship. 
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Chapter 63 
Worship in 2 and 3 John 

 

These two epistles from John give us, through their 

brevity, a view of what was closest to the heart of the Apostle 

concerning the Church of Jesus Christ. Faithfulness to the 

doctrine of Jesus Christ is the central theme of these letters, 

which further emphasize the need for the Church to be 

directed in its life and worship by the revealed 

commandments of God.   

 

The Church of God must walk in truth.  
(2 John 1:1-4; 3 John 1:1-4) 

 

There has been some dispute over the identity of “the 

elect lady” to which 2 John is addressed. Some think that a 

particular godly woman was the original recipient of this 

epistle, while others see “elect lady” as a metaphor for a 

particular church. The latter view seems most probable, 

especially in light of the closing words of the epistle which 

refer to “the children of your elect sister” – and seem to 

convey greetings from a sister church rather than a specific 

individual. Gaius, to whom 3 John is addressed, was no doubt 

a particular saint. Both epistles contain similar statements 

and emphasize the same themes, showing us what John 

considered to be of chief importance in the Church of Christ.  

In these short letters, together representing only 27 

verses, the word “truth” appears eleven times. What gave 

“the Apostle whom Jesus loved” more joy than anything else 

was to hear that the children of God were “walking in truth.” 

Nor does he leave us guessing as to what it means to walk in 

truth, for he says plainly that we do so “as we have received 

commandment from the Father.” (The summary of God’s law 

is love…) 

Note that it is not merely the commandments specifically 

uttered by the mouth of Jesus, the Son, that John rejoices to 

see the saints uphold, but those received “from the Father.” 

This refutes the vain argument of antinomianism that the only 

“commandments” for the New Testament Church are those 
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explicitly spoken by the Son. To “walk in truth,” then, is to 

walk in obedience to the will of God as revealed in the 

Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments.  

It was this same Apostle who recorded Jesus’ declaration 

that those who worship God must “worship in spirit and in 

truth.” Now if “walking in truth” means living according to 

His commandments, then “worshipping in truth” clearly 

means doing nothing but what He has commanded in His 

Word.  Such conformity to God’s revealed truth is not 

burdensome, but brings grace, mercy and peace, and causes 

the soul to prosper.  

Oh, for the children of God to forsake their empty pursuit 

of “fulfillment” through their own invented worship and 

comprehend the abundance of blessing that flows from 

obedience to God’s commandments!  

 

Love means walking according to God’s 
commandments.  

(2 John 1:5-6; 3 John 1:5-8) 
 

The concept of “love” has been greatly distorted by the 

sentimental notions of our modern age. Most people define 

love as a feeling, which ebbs and flows like hunger 

depending on the perceived worthiness of its object. But the 

Bible consistently speaks of love as an action, rather than a 

emotion. It is something we are commanded to do, even in 

spite of our feelings.  

John gives us one of the most concise definitions of love 

that we find in the Bible: “This is love, that we walk 

according to His commandments.” This is perfectly 

consistent with Jesus’ own summary of the Ten 

Commandments: “Love the Lord your God… and love your 

neighbor as yourself.” The erroneous notion of love as 

emotion results in a distorted view of our duty toward God 

and men. It makes the individual supreme, since his 

affections are given or withheld according to his subjective 

feelings. When a husband declares, “I don’t love my wife 

anymore,” though he usually means that he no longer feels 

affection for her, he is actually making a confession that he is 
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no longer acting toward her as love demands. Biblical love is 

seeking to exalt God and honor our neighbor, regardless of 

feeling, because this is what our Creator requires of us.  

The specific outworking of Biblical love is defined in 

God’s commandments. Love to God is expressed by keeping 

the first table of the moral law. Love to neighbor is 

demonstrated through obeying the second table. Yet, as we 

have seen throughout our study of worship, there can be no 

genuine love toward our neighbor without first loving God. 

As John wrote in his first epistle, “If someone says, ‘I love 

God,’ and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not 

love his brother whom he has seen, how can he love God 

whom he has not seen?” (1 John 4:20).  

If we hate our brother, our profession of love for God is 

proven to be empty. Conversely, if we truly love God, and 

express that love by conforming to the first table of the law, 

we will love our brother as a matter of course. The keeping of 

the second table is the evidence of the keeping of the first 

table, just as good works are the evidence of true faith. This 

is why when the worship of the Church departs from 

conformity to the first table of the law the result is contention 

and strife. By ignoring the first table of the law men prove 

that they love themselves and their ideas of worship more 

than God. This love of self naturally leads to disputes 

between brothers as each one seeks to bring the rest into 

conformity with his own opinions.  

In the name of freedom and liberty, men shake off the 

yoke of God’s commands and bring their brethren into 

bondage to the traditions of men. True love for God is not 

expressed by “doing your own thing” in the name of Jesus, 

but by “walking according to His commandments.” Only 

when the Church returns to this understanding will she be 

able to put aside the endless quest for self gratification in 

worship and seek the good of the brethren that comes through 

the mutual pursuit of God’s appointed means of grace. 
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Our worship is a testimony that Jesus 
Christ has come in the flesh. (2 John 1:7-8) 

 

The word “antichrist” has been greatly sensationalized by 

prophetic speculators of every era. The very mention of the 

term conjures dark images of a powerful demonic figure who 

comes on the scene to wage war against the hapless people of 

God. The word “antichrist” appears only in the epistles of 

John. If there was a specific individual identified by this title, 

John tells us plainly that he was “already in the world” when 

he wrote his first epistle (see 1 John 4:3). 

Most often, however, John uses this word in a more 

general sense to describe anyone who “denies that Jesus is 

the Christ” and “does not confess Jesus Christ as coming in 

the flesh.” Nor is the designation of “antichrist” reserved for 

rank unbelievers, for immediately after warning about the 

multiplication of deceivers and antichrists in the world, John 

exhorts his readers to “look to yourselves!” Those in the 

Church must take care, lest they find themselves acting the 

part of antichrist.  

It is important, then, to understand what it means to “not 

confess Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh,” since this is the 

main identifying feature of the spirit of antichrist. It is not a 

denial of the Deity of Jesus Christ that John has in view, but 

rather a denial, or failure to acknowledge, the implications of 

His incarnation.  

This has very direct applications to the Church’s 

worship, since one of the primary effects of Christ’s coming 

in the flesh was to put an end, once and for all, to the 

outward ceremonies of Old Covenant worship. To leave these 

external forms behind was to acknowledge Jesus Christ as 

coming in the flesh. This is why the teaching of the Judaizers 

was so dangerous and so fervently opposed by Paul.  It 

wasn’t simply a matter of their having a different “worship 

style.” Maintaining the old external forms of worship was a 

practical denial of the sufficiency of Christ’s accomplished 

redemption, and thus a denial of the Gospel.  

It is no different when the Roman Catholic Church seeks 

to re-create those old external forms, thus leading 
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worshippers to believe that they are pleasing God through 

their works. This is one of the reasons the Westminster 

Assembly identified the Pope as “that Antichrist.”  When 

Protestant churches mimic Rome by inventing their own 

forms of worship and imposing them on the people, they too 

exhibit the spirit of antichrist and practically deny the Christ 

has come in the flesh.  

John says, “Look to yourselves, that we do not destroy 

those things we have attained.” What we have attained, 

through the coming of Jesus in the flesh, is liberty to worship 

God, not in whatever way seems best to us, but in spirit and 

in truth – that is, without outward ceremony and in 

accordance with His revealed Word. This is what John and 

the other apostles had labored to establish in the churches. 

This liberty, as well as our testimony to the sufficiency of 

Christ’s work, is destroyed when human traditions and 

inventions take the place of God’s appointed means of grace 

in the Church.   

 

Obedience to the doctrine of Christ is the 
mark of true faith.  

(2 John 1:9-11; 3 John 1:9-12) 

 

One of the leading slogans of the modern evangelical 

Church is “Doctrine divides, but  Jesus  unites!”  By  this  it  

is  meant  that  insistence  upon  right  doctrine  is  a  divisive 

influence among Christians and that instead, we ought to 

simply focus on Jesus and ignore our doctrinal differences. 

John’s teaching makes it clear that this notion is not only 

wrong, but dangerous to the welfare of the Church and the 

honor of her Savior. There can be no separation between 

Jesus and the doctrine He commanded His disciples to teach 

and defend. Separating Christ from doctrine reduces Jesus to 

a mere figurehead, created after the image of men.  

John heartily affirms the fact that doctrine divides. The 

“doctrine of Christ” is the means of distinguishing between 

those who “have God” and those who do not. Nor is the 

“doctrine of Christ” to be found only in the “red letters” of 

the New Testament, as if all the commands of Scripture were 
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null and void except the imperative statements uttered by 

Jesus in the days of His flesh. As the Second Person of the 

Trinity, Jesus is the author of every commandment found in 

the Bible. Jesus Himself affirmed this truth in no uncertain 

terms: “Do not think that I came to destroy the Law or the 

Prophets. I did not come to destroy but to fulfill. For 

assuredly, I say to you, till heaven and earth pass away, one 

jot or one tittle will by no means pass from the law till all is 

fulfilled. Whoever therefore breaks one of the least of these 

commandments, and teaches men so, shall be called least in 

the kingdom of heaven; but whoever does and teaches them, 

he shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 

5:17-19). 

So important is maintaining the doctrine of Christ in the 

Church that John warns his readers not to welcome into their 

midst anyone who does not bring “this doctrine” lest they 

“share in his evil deeds.” To participate in any act of worship 

that is not commanded by Christ is to countenance evil.  

Christ alone is to be regarded as the Head of His Church. 

Yet some, like Diotrephes, “love to have the preeminence” 

and set themselves up as lords over the consciences of the 

saints, replacing the “doctrine of Christ” with their own 

opinions. To usurp the Headship of Christ in His Church in 

such a manner is evil.  

In contrast to Diotrephes stands Demetrius, who is 

distinguished for his conformity to “the truth.” His example 

teaches us that we are not to “imitate what is evil, but what is 

good.” We are not to follow the example of Diotrephes, 

loving the preeminence and setting up our own will as 

supreme in the Church of God, but to conform to the example 

of Demetrius, having a good testimony from the truth itself. 

That which is “good,” is not determined by man’s foolish 

imagination, but by that which God prescribes in His written 

Word.  

This is the “doctrine of Christ.” 
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The written word of God is sufficient.  

(2 John 1:12-13; 3 John 1:13-14) 
 

Both of these epistles of John conclude with similar 

words: “I had many things to write, but I do not wish to write 

to you with pen and ink.” As an inspired Apostle, John’s 

written communications in these letters are the infallible and 

authoritative word of God. And yet it is certain that when he 

put his pen and ink aside, he had written everything the God 

desired to convey to His Church. This does not mean that his 

face to face communications with the saints, not recorded in 

the Bible, were any less important to those with whom he 

spoke, but God shows us here that He took care to give us all 

that we need for life and godliness in the inspired written 

Word.  

We are not to speculate as to what John may have said to 

Gaius or “the elect lady” when he visited them, but we can be 

certain that he taught them nothing that cannot be found in 

the perfect record of holy Scripture. God has given us a 

perfect rule to direct us how we may glorify and enjoy Him. 

“The Scriptures principally teach what man is to believe 

concerning God, and what duty God requires of man” 

(Westminster Shorter Catechism, question 3).  

If we desire to “walk in truth,” to “confess Jesus Christ 

as coming in the flesh,”  “to imitate what is good,” and to 

“abide in the doctrine of Christ” we must live our lives as 

individuals and our corporate life as congregations “as we 

have received commandment from the Father.”  It was upon 

this basis that the Apostle Paul pronounced blessing upon the 

Church at Galatia: “As many as walk according to this rule, 

peace and mercy be upon them, and upon the Israel of God” 

(Galatians 6:16). 
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Chapter 64 

Worship in Jude 
 

“Under the cloak of Christianity, there had been subtle 

inroads made by ungodly deceivers, with a supreme desire to 

tempt the unthinking and the insecure into a profane 

contempt for God. Jude’s principal point is to show that the 

faithful should not be swayed by devices of this sort.” So 

Calvin summarized this epistle, adding that the tendency of 

such deception is to “abolish the real sanctity of life and the 

pure worship of God.” Thus we learn here that the purity of 

God’s worship is the bulwark which keeps the Church from 

falling away in every other article of faith and life.   

 

God’s grace is not a pretext for license. 
(Jude 1:1-4) 

 

The short epistle of Jude was written by the brother of 

James, who was a leader among the Apostles of Christ. Yet, 

like Paul, he considers himself a “bondservant of Jesus 

Christ,” which means that he regards himself as having no 

authority of his own to teach anything, or require anything of 

God’s people, without His Lord’s explicit command. The 

Apostles, unlike many leaders in the Church today, clearly 

understood the boundaries of their role among the flock of 

God. Would that more pastors and elders in our day 

conducted themselves as bondservants of Jesus Christ, rather 

than lords over the consciences of His sheep. 

The greeting of Jude to his readers is a beautiful 

summation of the centrality of God’s work from beginning to 

end in the life of the believer, who is called, sanctified, and 

preserved by the grace of God alone. We may understand the 

terms in this manner: 

 

a. Called – The believer’s entrance into the covenant 

community is by the sovereign will of God. 

b. Sanctified – The believer’s growth in doctrine and 

practice is by the sovereign will of God. 
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c. Preserved – The believer’s continuance in faithful 

obedience is by the sovereign will of God. 

 

Every saint is called unto Christ, set apart for His glory, 

and kept in the way of obedience by God alone. All of our 

life and worship, therefore, is to be God-centered rather than 

man-centered.  

After a brief but profound introduction, Jude gets right to 

the point of his writing this letter to the saints. He tells them 

that he found it necessary to write, exhorting them “to 

contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all 

delivered to the saints.”  When he mentions “the faith,” he 

refers not merely to the personal exercise of trust by a 

believer, but to the whole body of apostolic teaching which 

was given by the authority of Christ.  

Thus, the importance of strenuously upholding the 

doctrine revealed in the Scriptures against all human 

innovations is held forth as the solemn duty of every 

Christian. We are engaged in a battle, not against flesh and 

blood, but against spiritual forces of wickedness that seek to 

turn man’s hearts and minds away from God’s truth.  

The idea that this faith was “once for all delivered to the 

saints” underscores the sufficiency of the written revelation 

of God to direct the whole life and worship of His people. To 

add to this body of truth the vain inventions of the human 

mind is to undermine the perfect revealed will of God.  It was 

“once for all delivered to the saints.” In what form did we 

receive it? In the completed compendium of Divine 

revelation found in the Scriptures of the Old and New 

Testaments. Nothing more is needed to enhance the 

experience or augment the worship of God than what he has 

delivered to us through His inspired servants, the prophets 

and apostles. 

There are many who would maintain that the grace of 

God experienced by New Covenant believers gives them a 

greater liberty to act as they please, apart from the written 

word. This is a primary argument of those who advocate the 

supposed “liberty” of the Church to develop its own 

expressions of worship without requiring an explicit 
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command in Scripture and who oppose our insistence upon 

the need of an explicit Biblical warrant, whether by clear 

command or approved example, for anything introduced in 

the worship of God. But Jude stresses that the grace of God 

does not give men license to do as they please. His focus is 

especially upon the loose behavior of those who were bold to 

continue in sin that grace might abound, but the principle 

holds just as true for worship.  

In fact, if in the worship of God men feel free to go 

beyond the constraints of God’s word, then they will be all 

the more disposed to abuse God’s grace in other areas of life. 

Worship is the training ground for obedience in every sphere 

of life. Contending earnestly for the faith begins in guarding 

the pure worship of God from human presumption. 

 

Satan always seeks to corrupt God’s 
worship first. (Jude 1:5-11) 

 

Jude has reminded his readers of the subtle danger that 

exists among them. Certain men have crept in unnoticed, who 

turn the grace of God into license to do whatever they please. 

To stir them up to watchfulness, Jude provides several 

examples of the danger of departing from the path of 

obedience in order to pursue one’s own desires. He cites the 

example of the Israelites who perished in the wilderness 

through unbelief, which was chiefly exhibited through 

grumbling against God’s appointed authorities and corrupting 

His worship. He mentions the fallen angels, who “did not 

keep their proper domain” and were consigned to chains 

under darkness until the day of judgment. The desire for 

liberty from obedience to God leads only to bondage. He 

writes of Sodom and Gomorrah, which “gave themselves 

over to sexual immorality” and became an example of the 

ultimate consequences of rejecting God’s commands (see 

Romans 1:24-28).  

Jude then draws the application to the present state of 

affairs among his readers: “Likewise also these dreamers 

defile the flesh, reject authority, and speak evil of 
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dignitaries.” Notice the component parts of Jude’s 

application from these examples: 

 

a. He calls them “dreamers” – because they invent their 

doctrines and practices out of their own depraved 

minds.  

 

b. He says they “defile the flesh” – because they give 

themselves over to whatever pleases them rather than 

acknowledging their duty to the God who made 

them. 

 

c. He says they “reject authority” – because they do not 

submit themselves to the word of God revealed 

through His chosen representatives. 

 

d. He says they “speak evil of dignitaries” – because 

they have a light and flippant attitude toward 

spiritual powers and are therefore not watchful 

against the subtle designs of Satan to lure them away 

from the path of faithful obedience. 

 

This last reference may sound strange, since Jude (like 

Peter) indicates that even the devil is not to be the object of 

“reviling accusations.” We are not accustomed to regarding 

Satan as a “dignitary.” Yet that is precisely how the word is 

employed here. The essential point is that men must 

remember their place in the Divine heirarchy, not assuming 

to themselves a greater authority than they rightfully possess.  

Jude wants the Church to understand that man is not the 

ruler of his own conduct or the sovereign over his own 

activities. There are authorities appointed by God who 

influence and govern man’s spiritual acts. There are spiritual 

forces – “dignitaries” – both good and evil, who seek to 

influence man’s activities. 

The cryptic reference to the dispute between Michael and 

Satan over the body of Moses is a case in point. There have 

been many speculations as to what lies behind this statement 

of Jude, but probably the most accurate is Calvin’s 

suggestion that the body of Moses was carefully hidden after 
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his death, lest the children of Israel make his bones the 

objects of superstitious veneration and worship. Satan 

apparently made an effort to expose the remains of Moses, in 

order to lay this temptation before the people, and was 

resisted by the archangel, Michael, who desired to keep this 

stumbling block from them. The deference which marked the 

communications of Michael toward the devil are held forth to 

show Jude’s readers that even the angels look only to God’s 

immediate authority to enforce His will regarding the 

worship of His people.  

In addition to spiritual authorities, there are human 

authorities which Christ has placed in His Church – not to 

impose their own will upon the people, but to ensure that 

they remain true to the revealed will of God. Yet, like 

rebellious Israel, there were those in the Church who chafed 

under the ordained servants of God and desired to exercise 

their own gifts and impose their own opinions upon the body. 

Thus, when anyone uses the grace of God as a pretext for 

doing what he pleases, he has failed to understand the 

purpose and nature of God’s authority. His knowledge is 

therefore restricted to “what he knows naturally” (that is, 

according to the bodily senses) and he becomes like a “brute 

beast” (as opposed to a spiritual creation after God’s image).  

Jude compares all such men to Cain, Balaam, and Korah 

– three Biblical examples of men who allowed their own 

personal desires to overshadow God’s revealed 

commandments. Cain offered the fruits of his own hands 

rather than what God had commanded. Balaam corrupted the 

worship of Israel through syncretism. Korah rebelled against 

Moses and Aaron and tried to usurp the authority of God’s 

representatives. Significantly, all of these examples have a 

direct reference to the corruption of the pure worship of God 

among His people through the imposition of human opinions.  

 

Casting off God’s commandments leads to 
aimlessness and judgment. (Jude 1:12-15) 

 

The vile men of whom Jude writes are not open opposers 

of the Church. They are members in good standing, who 
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participate with the body and are found in attendance at the 

love feasts of the congregation. But they are hypocrites 

because in their hearts they hold no reverence for God and 

His ordinances. Jude says that the presence of such men 

poses a perilous danger to the Church: “These are spots in 

your love feasts.”  

The word translated “spots” usually means “rocks” or 

“hidden reefs,”  the idea being that the presence of those who 

make the grace of God an excuse for doing what they please 

threatens to trip up the godly and make shipwreck of their 

faith. There are often men among the saints of God who 

appear to have much to offer, but whose influence tends to 

lead the saints away from obedience to God’s word and 

toward a fleshly and man-centered worship.  

Jude employs a string of illustrations to emphasize the 

emptiness of this approach to God which really seeks self-

gratification rather than true godliness.  

 

a. “They are clouds without water, carried about by 

winds.” They seem promising, but they have nothing a true 

value to offer and are themselves unstable and constantly 

drifting from one fashionable experience to another.  

 

b. They are “late autumn trees without fruit, twice dead, 

pulled up by the roots.” Like the barren fig tree cursed by the 

Lord Jesus Christ, they give an appearance of maturity, and 

ought to be full of fruit, but their branches are barren beneath 

the outward mask of green leaves.  

 

c. They are “twice dead,” – first because of their native 

depravity, and then because of their turning from the pure 

doctrine of grace to the worldly notions of the flesh.  

 

d. They are “raging waves of the sea, foaming up their 

own shame.” They make much noise and seek to stir up the 

flock, but they are ultimately exposed in their rejection of 

God’s Word.  

 

e. They are “wandering stars for whom is reserved the 

blackness of darkness forever.” This phrase compares those 
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who follow the fashionable trends of the flesh to shooting 

stars, which shine brightly for a moment, and then fade into 

endless darkness. Their influence is short-lived, but their 

condemnation for leading God’s people away from His truth 

is everlasting.  

 

Jude cites a reported prophecy of Enoch to underscore 

the seriousness of following a man-centered course in the 

name of Christ. “Behold, the Lord comes with ten thousands 

of His saints, to execute judgment on all, to convict all who 

are ungodly among them of all their ungodly deeds which 

they have committed in an ungodly way, and of all the harsh 

things which ungodly sinners have spoken against Him.” 

Their nature, their deeds and their manner are all styled 

“ungodly” because they proceed not from God but from the 

brain of man.       

 

We are not to be sensual, but spiritual.  

(Jude 1:16-19) 
 

Jude further depicts the deceivers among God’s people as 

“grumblers” and “complainers.” Like the rebellious children 

of Israel, they are not content with the bountiful provision of 

God, but seek instead to return to the “security” of their 

former bondage. How often do we hear grumbling and 

complaining against the “boring” and “oppressive” form of 

worship which focuses upon God’s Word alone, rather than 

pandering to the fleeting fancies of man? Such complainers 

gain advantage among the saints by “speaking great swelling 

words of flattery.” They tell God’s people that they are free 

from the restrictions of written commands – that they have 

sufficient grace within them to determine for themselves 

what worship is pleasing to God – that they should use their 

creative gifts as they see fit to enhance their sense of 

nearness to God.  

Yet Jude makes it clear that such men are “sensual,” that 

they “cause divisions, not having the spirit.” The contrast 

between “sensual” and “spiritual” is at the heart of our study 

of worship. The ordinances of the Old Covenant were 
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oriented to the physical senses, but the coming of Christ put 

an end to this, ushering in a new era of spiritual worship. 

Focus on the “sensual” causes divisions because men cannot 

agree upon that which best fulfills the desires of their senses. 

But the pure spiritual worship which Christ instituted for His 

Church keeps men focused upon the divine realities which 

alone bring true blessing and maintain unity among the flock 

of God.  

 

God is able to rescue His people, and to 
keep them from stumbling. (Jude 1:20-25) 

 

In contrast to those who make God’s grace a pretext for 

pursuing their own desires, whether in worship or in 

everyday experience, Jude urges his readers: “keep 

yourselves in the love of God.” This phrase is in apposition to 

the benediction which concludes the epistle, which speaks of 

“Him who is able to keep you from stumbling.” Here, as in so 

many places in Scripture, the relationship between God’s 

sovereign power and man’s personal duty is set before us. 

God will certainly keep His children from perishing, but the 

means by which He accomplishes this is through their 

diligence in building themselves up on their most holy faith, 

through the agency of the Holy Spirit.  

The exhortation to be “praying in the Spirit” is not a 

reference to some mystical ecstatic experience, but rather a 

re-emphasizing of the spiritual nature of New Covenant 

worship as opposed to the outward orientation of the 

deceivers.  Jude also clarifies the manner in which those who 

embrace a man-centered, sensual worship should be 

approached by the saints of God. He recognizes that not all 

who follow the fashions of the day in opposition to God’s 

prescribed worship are equally chargeable with high-handed 

rebellion. Thus he exhorts his readers to “make a distinction” 

between those who are simply deceived, and should be the 

objects of compassionate instruction, and others who have 

fallen under the fleshly allure of false doctrine and worship.  

Three important points are here stressed by Jude. First, 

we should have a desire to “save” those who have fallen into 
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fleshly presumption in the worship of God. Second, we 

should recognize the seriousness of departing from God’s 

Word in favor of appealing to human desires, with “fear,” 

both of our own danger and that of those who are thus 

deceived. Third, we should have a holy abhorrence of every 

doctrine and practice that stems from human innovation.  

Jude’s closing benediction highlights both God’s 

surpassing power to preserve and purify His children from 

every fault, and His exclusive right to the claim of all 

wisdom, glory, majesty, dominion and power, both now and 

forevermore.  
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Chapter 65 
Worship in Revelation 

 

The last book of the Bible, written to seven 

congregations in Asia Minor, presents a glorious picture of 

the victory of the Lamb. Its primary focus is upon the great 

transition from the Old to the New Covenant, and yet the 

continuity of God’s word is stressed through the frequent use 

of Old Testament images to describe the New Covenant 

Church. As Christ comes in judgment upon unbelieving 

earthly Jerusalem, it is displaced by the Heavenly City, once 

again underscoring the spiritual nature of New Covenant 

worship.  

 

True worship is humble obedience before 
God. (Revelation 2:12-16; 4:9-11) 

 

The book of Revelation, despite all of the futuristic 

sensationalism that often obscures its meaning, is 

fundamentally a prophetic portrayal of the great transition 

from the Old to the New Covenant which culminated in the 

judgment of apostate Israel at the destruction of Jerusalem in 

A.D. 70. It was originally written to seven particular 

congregations in Asia Minor just a few years before 

Jerusalem’s fall, in order to encourage them to steadfast faith, 

assure them of the victory of Christ, and exhort them to 

repentance where they had departed from the way of truth.  

With regard to the subject of worship, Revelation 

presents the passing away of the old physical forms 

associated with the earthly temple and their replacement by 

the spiritual heavenly tabernacle. The grand visions of the 

book center around the imminent destruction of the earthly 

temple in Jerusalem, building to a glorious climax in the last 

two chapters as the heavenly Jerusalem, where there is no 

temple, but God and the Lamb are its temple, is revealed 

descending out of heaven. 

False worship in the churches of God is portrayed as 

idolatry, as familiar Old Testament figures are invoked as 

examples of corruption in the New Testament Church. 
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Listen, for example, to the letter from Christ to the church at 

Pergamos: “And to the angel of the church in Pergamos 

write, ‘These things says He who has the sharp two-edged 

sword: "I know your works, and where you dwell, where 

Satan's throne is. And you hold fast to My name, and did not 

deny My faith even in the days in which Antipas was My 

faithful martyr, who was killed among you, where Satan 

dwells. But I have a few things against you, because you have 

there those who hold the doctrine of Balaam, who taught 

Balak to put a stumbling block before the children of Israel, 

to eat things sacrificed to idols, and to commit sexual 

immorality. Thus you also have those who hold the doctrine 

of the Nicolaitans, which thing I hate. Repent, or else I will 

come to you quickly and will fight against them with the 

sword of My mouth.’” 

This shows us that the fundamental principles of worship 

remain the same. Though the outward forms of worship have 

passed away in Christ, it is still possible to stumble over the 

offense of Balaam, who taught Balak how to corrupt the 

worship of Israel and thus bring God’s curse upon them. Just 

as Israel’s worship was corrupted through blending the 

practices of the surrounding nations with the prescribed 

ordinances of God, so the Church’s worship is corrupted 

today when the practices of the world are imposed upon the 

simple, spiritual worship that Christ has instituted.  

The Church at Pergamos, which was infected with the 

poisonous doctrine of the Nicolaitans (a party which taught 

that believers had license to do as they pleased in both 

worship and daily living) is commanded by Christ to repent, 

“or else I will come quickly to you and fight against them 

with the sword of My mouth.” The corrective for false 

doctrine and worship is the Word of Christ.  

In contrast to the loose, man-centered worship of the 

Nicolaitans stands John’s vision of the twenty-four elders in 

Revelation 4:9-11. The symbolic number “twenty-four” 

stands for the visible Church as represented by the twelve 

patriarchs and the twelve apostles, once more demonstrating 

the continuity between the Old and New Testaments. The 

unifying principle with regard to worship is the humble 
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surrender of all glory to God alone which results in the 

subjection of man’s will to the revealed will of God. 

The Nicolaitans would put crowns upon their own heads, 

or even snatch the crown from Christ’s head and place it 

upon themselves if they could. But the twenty-four elders, 

who represent the true church, when confronted with the 

glory of Christ, cast their crowns – that is, surrender their 

own glory – before the Only One who is worthy. This is the 

spirit of New Covenant worship!     

 

The songs of the redeemed are the old songs 
made new. (Revelation 14:1-5) 

 

Many have seen in the reference to the “new song” of the 

redeemed not only a justification, but a virtual mandate, for 

the New Covenant Church to compose original songs of 

praise for use in the worship of God, rather than singing 

exclusively the Psalms of David, which was the practice of 

the Church in its purest days from the days of the apostles 

until relatively recent times. David Chilton’s comments are 

typical: “The New Song is… the new liturgy necessitated and 

brought about by the new epoch in the history of redemption. 

And this liturgy, the exultant response of the redeemed, 

belongs to the Church alone: No one could learn the Song 

except the one hundred and forty-four thousand who have 

been purchased from the Land.” 

One of the problems with this argument is that it fails to 

take into account the symbolic nature of the book of 

Revelation. As Michael Bushell notes, “The songs of 

Revelation cannot be abstracted from their apocalyptic 

context. They are an integral part of a very complex 

prophetic vision, not instances of apostolic worship practice 

intended to serve as a pattern for our own services of 

worship.” 

An additional question must be asked: Does this text 

provide a justification for the assertion that a “new liturgy is 

necessitated and brought about by the new epoch in the 

history of redemption?” Consider the following: 
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1. John refers to “a new song” (singular), rather than 

“new songs” (plural). He is therefore not referring to the 

composition of a collection of songs, but to the concept of 

Song, as an expression of adoration before the Throne of 

God. 

 

2. John uses a particle of comparison, the Greek word 

w`j [pronounced “hoce”], which is translated “as it were.” 

From this it is evident that his intention was not to identify 

the song that he heard as “new” in a definitive way, but rather 

to describe it in terms of simile, as being “like” a new song. A 

similar form of this particle is used in Luke 22:44 where we 

are told that Jesus prayed earnestly and “His sweat was as it 

were great drops of blood falling down to the ground.” The 

intention was not to say that Jesus actually sweat drops of 

blood, but that his sweat was “like” great drops of blood. 

Likewise, John does not intend us to understand that he heard 

an actual “new song,” but that what he heard was “like” a 

new song. 

 

3. John says that “no one could learn that song but the 

hundred and forty and four thousand, which were redeemed 

from the earth.” Again, it is apparent that he is not speaking 

of the content of a specific song, for anyone can learn the 

music and lyrics of particular songs, regardless of whether or 

not they are redeemed. John refers instead to the meaning of 

the Song that he heard, which was concealed from the minds 

of those who did not have the understanding of faith. 

 

With these important considerations from the text in 

mind, is it not possible – even probable – that John’s words 

here make perfect and glorious sense when seen in the light 

of the Church’s use of the Psalms of David in its worship 

assemblies? Remember that the Psalms were the exclusive 

praise songs of the apostolic Church. Man-written hymns 

were not introduced until hundreds of years after John wrote. 

When a Jew was converted to Christ, the Psalms of David, 

which he had sung from his infancy, suddenly became – in a 

very real sense – “new songs!” Did not Paul say, “For until 
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this day the same veil remains unlifted in the reading of the 

Old Testament, because the veil is taken away in Christ” (2 

Corinthians 3:14).  

And what do we find in the case of the two disciples on 

the road to Emmaus? “Then He said to them, ‘These are the 

words which I spoke to you while I was still with you, that all 

things must be fulfilled which were written in … the Psalms 

concerning Me. And He opened their understanding, that 

they might comprehend the Scriptures” (Luke 24:44-45). 

How must the words of Psalm 2, or 22, or 45, or 110, or 118 

have sounded like new songs to those who had been 

accustomed to singing them in the shadows of unrevealed 

realities!  

The effect of the light of the Gospel upon the remnant of 

Israel redeemed by His grace was to cause them to sing “as it 

were, a New Song” unto the Lord – not “new” in substance 

or content, but “new” in richness of meaning and fullness of 

glory to the God and Savior of men!Seen in this light, the 

song of the redeemed, which was “as it were, a new song,” 

and which could only be learned by them, shows us the 

wonderful way in which the Psalms come alive with meaning 

in the full light of Christ’s redemption to those whose eyes 

are opened to see their testimony concerning Jesus.  

 

Our song is the song of Moses and the 
Lamb. (Revelation 15:1-4) 

 

Another reference to worship song found in the book of 

Revelation is “the song of Moses the man of God and of the 

Lamb” mentioned here. It is sung by the victorious saints in 

the aftermath of God’s completed wrath upon His covenant 

enemies. It is therefore a description of the songs of the New 

Covenant Church.  

The mention of the song of Moses points us back to 

Deuteronomy 32 and Exodus 15, where we have two songs of 

victory associated with Moses after the deliverance of Israel 

from their enemies. Yet it is significant that the specific 

words recorded by John in verses 3-4 are not actually quotes 

from either Exodus 15 or Deuteronomy 32, though some of 
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the themes and phrases bear a resemblance. What John 

records is a concise summary of the character and works of 

God which can be found – interestingly enough – in the 

compendium of sacred songs which He has given to the 

Church in the inspired psalms, hymns and songs of David!  

Thus Farrer comments: “it is characteristic of St. John 

that he is content with having made the references; the 

beautiful psalm he puts into the mouths of the saints is a 

cento of phrases from all over the psalter.” The specific 

phrases recorded in Revelation 15:3-4 are echoed, sometimes 

verbatim, in the Psalms, as the following chart demonstrates: 
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 Great and marvelous    O Lord, How great The works of the  Marvelous are  

 are Your works, are Your works! Lord are great. Your works… 

 Lord God Almighty! (Psalm 92:5) (Psalm 111:2) (Psalm 139:14) 

 

  Mercy and truth have Righteousness and The Lord is

  met together justice are the found- righteous in 

 Righteous and true righteousness and ation of your throne; all His ways. 

 are all Your ways. peace have kissed. Mercy and truth go before (Psalm 145:17) 

  (Psalm 85:10) Your face. (Psalm 85:14)  

   

   So the king will greatly God is greatly  

 I have set My King on desire your beauty; to be feared in 

 O King of saints! My holy hill of Zion. because He is your Lord,  the assembly 

  (Psalm 2:6) worship Him. of the saints. 

   (Psalm 45:11) (Psalm 89:7) 

  

   Let all the earth fear the  So the nations  

 Who will not fear Serve the Lord with Lord; let all the  shall fear the 

 You, O Lord, and fear, and rejoice inhabitants of the world name of the   

 glorify Your name? with trembling. stand in awe of Him. Lord.  

  (Psalm 2:11) (Psalm 33:8) (Psalm 102:15) 

    

   Exalt the Lord our God, Glory in His holy name, Gather us 

  worship at His holy let the hearts of those  from among 

 For You alone are hill, for the Lord our rejoice who seek Him. the Gentiles,  

 holy. God is Holy. (Psalm 105:3) to give thanks  

  (Psalm 99:9)  to your holy 

    Name. 

    (Psalm 106:47)

  

  Sing to God, you king- All nations whom You When the

 For all the nations doms of the earth; O,  have made shall come peoples are 

 shall come and sing praises to the Lord! and worship before You, gathered 

 worship before You (Psalm 68:32) O Lord and shall glorify together, and 

   Your name. (Psalm 86:9) the kingdoms, s

   to serve the 

    Lord.  

    (Psalm 102:22) 

     

   

   Come, behold the Let Mount Zion rejoice, He is the Lord  

 For Your judgments  works of the Lord, let the daughters of Judah our God, His 

 have been who has made deso- be glad, because of judgments are 

 manifested. lations in the earth. Your judgments. In all the 

  (Psalm 46:8) (Psalm 48:11)  earth. 

    (Psalm 105:7) 

   

It is difficult to imagine how the Holy Spirit could have 

indicated more plainly with a few brief phrases that the 

Psalms are the songs of the New Covenant sung in the light 

of the victory of Christ. It is only of this body of inspired 

songs that it may truly be said that they are both “the song of 

Moses” (since they are rooted in the Old Testament 

revelation of God’s truth) and “the song of the Lamb” (since 

they are fulfilled in Christ and speak everywhere of His 

glory).  



Worship: From Genesis to Revelation 

 606

Thus, the saints – the true children of Israel – are found 

standing upon the Sea and rejoicing with gladness in the 

victory of Christ. The words of their song are anchored in the 

Old Testament, but they sing with the full understanding of 

God’s revelation in Jesus Christ. For them, the Psalms come 

alive with rich meaning in a way that Israel never knew. This 

is John’s description of the New Covenant Church, glorious 

in triumph, rejoicing in the name of the Lord, and praising 

Him with the Psalms of the Covenant.      

 

The heavenly City has replaced the earthly 
city. (Revelation 21:9-27) 

 

Revelation is, as we have noted, a book about covenant 

transition. The old forms were to be swept away as earthly 

Jerusalem and its temple were reduced to a heap of rubble. 

This was the vengeance of God upon “the great city… where 

our Lord was crucified” (Rev. 11:8).  

In the final scenes of Revelation, John sees a vision of 

“the great city, the holy Jerusalem, descending out of heaven, 

having the glory of God.” The imagery could not be clearer – 

the old is being replaced by the new. This “new Jerusalem” is 

a picture of the New Covenant Church (see Hebrews 12:22-

24). John’s description of its distinctive features, however, 

underscores the continuity between the covenants.  

The gates of the city have inscribed upon them the names 

of the twelve tribes of Israel, signifying that our entrance into 

this heavenly city is through the promise given to Abraham 

and his seed. The foundations of the city are inscribed with 

the names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb (see Eph. 2:19-

22), indicating that the doctrine upon which the Church is 

built is the inspired teaching of the apostles. Yet even these 

foundations are adorned with precious stones which parallel 

those set in the breastpiece of the High Priest representing 

the tribes of Israel.  

The whole picture is that of a glorious unity of the 

revealed will of God through His one covenant of grace. A 

distinctive difference appears, however, in verse 22, which 

refers to worship in the heavenly Jerusalem. John says, “But I 
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saw no temple in it, for the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb 

are its temple.” There is no place for physical, outward 

worship in the new Jerusalem. The temple and its sense-

oriented rituals has vanished forever, giving way to a 

spiritual temple for the offering up of spiritual sacrifices 

acceptable to God through Jesus Christ (see 1 Peter 2:5). The 

old songs become new songs, but the old forms of worship 

become obsolete. This is the legacy of worship that is given 

to the New Covenant Church! 

 

Do not add or subtract from the words of 
this book. (Revelation 22:13-21) 

 

The book of Revelation closes with the words of Christ 

Himself to the New Covenant Church.  He identifies Himself 

as “the alpha and omega, the beginning and the end,” thus 

further stressing the continuity of His revealed truth 

throughout all ages. A blessing is pronounced upon “those 

who do His commandments,” thus refuting the notion of 

antinomianism, that “New Testament believers” are not 

bound to obey the commandments of God. Those who keep 

His commandments are promised access to the tree of life 

and entrance “through the gates into the city.”   

This access is not given to them because they keep His 

commandments, as if they have earned the fruit of the tree of 

life by their good behavior. Rather, their joyful and faithful 

keeping of His commandments testifies to the work of grace 

that has been done in their hearts through Christ, thus giving 

them the will and the ability to walk in obedience to God’s 

laws. They have “worked out their salvation with fear and 

trembling” because God has been at work in them, “both to 

will and to do according to His good pleasure.” 

The reference to the gates of the city refers back to the 

description in chapter 21, where the gates are inscribed with 

the names of the twelve tribes of Israel. Thus the promises of 

the Old Testament are held forth as the way of access into the 

blessings of the New Covenant.  

A solemn warning is given in verses 18-19 against 

anyone who “adds to” or “takes away from” the words of the 
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prophecy of this book. There is some question as to whether 

“this book” refers strictly to the book of Revelation or to the 

entire canon of holy Scripture. Regardless of how one 

answers this question, it is certain that Jesus knew that 

Revelation was to be the final book of the Bible.   

More important is the similarity between this warning, 

regardless of where it appears in the New Testament 

Scriptures, and the parallel statement of Deuteronomy 12:32 

which says, “Whatever I command you, be careful to observe 

it; you shall not add to it nor take away from it.” The fact 

that a similar exhortation is given to the New Covenant 

Church by the Lord Jesus Himself shows that the principle of 

Divine regulation through the written word over all of the life 

and worship of the people of God was not merely an Old 

Testament notion. The Regulative Principle governs the New 

Covenant Church just as it did the Old.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


