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PURITY OF WORSHIP 
 

Malcolm H. Watts 
 
 
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 
Divinitie to the thing we honour, whereby we make it unto us some divine thing above the order of 
any creature'.1   
 
Our English word 'worship' (derived from the Anglo-Saxon, 'worthship') suggests that it involves 
the acknowledgment of God's absolute worth.  This is borne out by both the Hebrew and the Greek 
terms used in the holy Scriptures.  
 
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; cf Exod 4:31).   The 
corresponding Greek word (proskunein) literally means 'to kiss towards' but the idea conveyed is 'to 
prostrate one's self, after the eastern custom, to do reverence or homage to any one, by prostrating 
one's self before him'.2  Our Lord used this term in his conversation with the woman of Samaria 
when  he spoke of 'the true worshippers' who 'worship the Father in spirit and in truth' (Jn 4:23;  cf 
Rev 4:14).  To worship, then, is to recognise God's holy majesty, with appropriate physical 
expression. 
 
Another Hebrew word for worship means 'service' and it is so translated in a number of places: as, 
for example, in the command, 'Thou shalt fear the LORD thy God, and serve him...' (Deut 6:13).  
Evidently the word is closely associated with the idea of 'worship' because when this whole verse is 
quoted in the New Testament, it is rendered,  'Thou shalt worship the Lord thy God, and him only 
thou shalt serve...' (Lk 4:8).  In the New Testament, there is a Greek equivalent (latreuein) which is 
used of both Jewish and Christian worship (Rom 9:4; Phil 3:3).  The term 'service' suggests that 
God is the Lord and that, in worship, we appear as his subjects to honour him and carry out his will.  
 
A study of the vocabulary of worship ('a bowing down' and 'service') will enable us to discover the 
its true nature.  It is an approach to almighty God,  acknowledging his transcendent excellence and 
our utter  unworthiness, in order to give to him the honour and devotion he so obviously deserves 
(Heb 10:19-22; 1 Pet 5:6; Rev 4:10,11).   

 
 

The Nature of Pure Worship 
 
Although much is currently being said and written on the subject of worship, there  nevertheless 
remains widespread ignorance about it.  Necessarily, therefore, we must state some basic principles. 
 

The Divine Glory 
 
A fundamental principle is that worship is due to God. 'I am the LORD', he says, 'that is my name: 
and my glory will I not give to another, neither my praise to graven images' (Is 42:8; cf Ps 45:11).  
 
In the formation of his decrees and in the execution of them, God has intended to display his 
perfections in order to promote his own honour and glory.  Thus we read that 'the Lord has made 
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(or, appointed) all things for himself',  that creation makes known 'his eternal power and Godhead', 
that providence shows him to be most 'righteous' and holy', and that redemption exhibits 'the 
manifold (literally, 'the much variegated') wisdom of God' (Prov 16:4; Rom 1:20; Ps 145:17; Eph 
3:9,10).  Man's part is to discern the revealed excellence and to ascribe this glory to God.  As the 
Scripture itself says,   'Give glory to the Lord your God' (Jer 13:16;  cf Ps 29:2; Rom 11:36; 1 Cor 
10:31).  This was exactly what Moses and the children of Israel did, after their deliverance at the 
Red Sea.  They sang, 'Who is like unto thee, O LORD, among the gods?  who is like unto thee, 
glorious in holiness, fearful in praises, doing wonders?' (Exod 15:11)  
 

Obligation to the Moral Law  
 
The Law requires that we accord him this honour in worship. The first commandment -  'Thou shalt 
have no other gods before me' (Exod 20:3) - 'requires us to render to him', as Dr John Dick 
observes, 'the honour to which he is entitled, not only by the affections of our hearts, but by such 
outward expressions of homage as he himself has prescribed - to pray to him, to praise him, and 
devoutly to observe all his institutions'.3    
 
Yet the Law begins with the doctrine of God.  In the Preface to the Ten Commandments, we read: 'I 
am the LORD they God, which hath brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of 
bondage...' (Exod 20:2)  Why is this?  In general, it is because the knowledge of God is an essential 
prerequisite to our obedience. 'The Preface', Dr. J Gresham Machen once observed 'is a doctrine'; 
and as he went on to say, 'Only because that doctrine is true - only because the one speaking in the 
commandments is the Lord God - have the commandments any authority'.4  In particular, however, 
it is because  a correct and worthy perception of God is peculiarly vital to the observance of the first 
four commandments (the first table of the Law).  Only as we know him can we properly worship 
him, ascribing to him suitable and worthy praise.  The Psalmist says, 'Know ye that the LORD he is 
God...Enter into his gates with thanksgiving, and into his courts with praise' (Ps 100:3,4).   
 
Indeed, it is the contemplation of his Being, nature, and perfections which afford us the essential 
matter for worship.   Only after such  contemplation  are we able to 'speak of the glorious honour of 
his majesty' (Ps 145:5).  Yet who can consider these things in the mind without feeling 
inexpressible joy in the heart?   Right views of this glorious God will inevitably affect the manner 
of worship.  Appreciating the fact that in his tender compassion he has wrought deliverance for his 
people, and that he now stands ready to help us in every distress, our hearts will overflow with 
gratitude, expressed in 'the voice of joy and praise' (Ps 42:4;  cf  9:2; 92:4; 126:2). 
 

God's Revelation 
 
Now if God is to be known, there has to be some kind of divine disclosure.  He is an infinite Being, 
far beyond the reach of our inquiries:  a truth recognized by Zophar the Naamathite when he said, 
'Canst thou by searching find out God?  canst thou find out the Almighty unto perfection?  It is as 
high as heaven; what canst thou do?  deeper than hell;  what canst thou know?' (Job 11:7,8;  cf Is 
55:7). These questions, of course, assume a negative reply.   
 
In no way can man explore God's transcendent mysteries.  Only God himself possesses the innate 
ability to know himself.  In the words of the apostle Paul,  'For what man knoweth the things of a 
man, save the spirit of man which is in him?  Even so the things of God knoweth no man, but the 
Spirit of God' (1 Cor 2:11).  The fact is that unless God chooses to disclose himself, man must 
remain in total ignorance of him.  But God has revealed himself. 
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Special revelation, 'at sundry times and in divers manners' (Heb 1:1), reached  its climax in the life 
and ministry of the Lord Jesus Christ - 'the final exegete of God'.5  As the apostle John declares, 
'The Son of God has come and has given us an understanding, that we may know him that is true...' 
(1 Jn 5:20; cf Matt 11:27;  Jn 1:18; 14:9).   
 
The Bible records God's revealing acts, especially his self-disclosure in Christ: thus revelation has 
been cast into a written, permanent form.  'These are written, that ye might believe that Jesus is the 
Christ, the Son of God...' (Jn 20:31;  cf Lk 1:1-4).  Yet it should always be remembered that the 
Word can yield no real profit until the Holy Spirit illuminates the mind, so the Holy Spirit, as 'the 
spirit of wisdom and revelation', causes the 'understanding' to be 'enlightened' (Eph 1:17;  cf Matt 
16:17; Gal 1:15,16; 1 Jn 2:20,27).  The effect is a clear view of divine truth, especially the truth of 
God in Christ. Thus we are enabled to discern 'the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ' (2 Cor 
4:6).   
 

Man's Response 
 
Worship is the human response to that divine revelation. This can be illustrated from sacred history.  
At various times, when God has made himself known, men have been so overwhelmed with a sense 
of awe that they have reverently and adoringly  bowed before him.  Take Moses for an example 
here.  After witnessing a singular display of the divine glory,  we read that he 'made haste, and 
bowed his head toward the earth, and worshipped' (Exod 34:8;  cf Gen 17:3; Exod 4:31).   
 
Such displays are extraordinary but something similar takes place when the Gospel is faithfully and 
powerfully declared. The hearer becomes aware of the immediate presence of God which creates in 
him a profound sense of unworthiness; 'and so falling on his face he will worship God, and report 
that God is in you (or, among you) of a truth' (1 Cor 14:25). 
 
It is therefore significant that wherever God 'caused his name to be remembered' (that is, by some 
manifestation),  he required 'an altar of earth' to be erected in that place for the purpose of 'sacrifice' 
(Exod 20:24; cf Gen 35:7).   Today, of course, we are not limited to any such locality or centre.  
Nevertheless it is still true that we worship God in response to his own self-disclosure.  Christ 
taught his people to gather for worship 'unto' or 'into' his 'name', which means to him as he has 
been pleased to make himself known (Matt 18:20).  
 

Body and Soul 
 
So worship is response, but how exactly should we respond to divine revelation?  The Law, in its 
First and Second Commandments, teaches that we should worship God with both our bodies and 
our souls (Exod 20:3,4).   
 
Elsewhere in Scripture, we read, 'Glorify God in your body, and in your spirit, which are God's' (1 
Cor 6:20).  The former will obviously include regular attendance, reverent posture, appropriate 
dress,  orderly conduct, and prescribed activity (Matt 18:20; Mk 11:25; 1 Cor 11:1-16; 1 Tim 3:15; 
Heb 3:15 and Rev 2:7).   The latter (without which the former will always be in vain, Mk 7:6) will 
involve inward  devotion, expressed in thought, longing, trust, delight, and hope (Ps 48:9; 105:3,4; 
Is 26:1-3; Phil 3:3; Heb 3:6). 
 
It cannot be sufficiently emphasised, however, that true worship is essentially internal.  It concerns 
the spiritual exercise of our souls.   Accordingly, we are told that God requires 'truth (sincere 
devotion) in the inward parts' and that the true worshippers worship him 'in spirit (that is, in 
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spiritual communion)' (Ps 51:6; Jn 4:23; cf Hos 6:6; Eph 6:18).  External acts of the body, while not 
unimportant, simply express what is being inwardly felt about God.  Thus the Psalmist begins his 
song of praise with the words, 'My heart is inditing (literally, bubbling over [with]) a good matter:  
I speak of the things which I have made touching the kind:  my tongue is the pen of a ready writer' 
(Ps 45:1). 
 
Sacred impressions upon our souls produce feelings of reverence and adoration.   These are 
expressed before God in solemn, religious worship.  Hence, the exhortation of David:  'Ye people, 
pour out your heart before him' (Ps 65:8). 
 

Bring an Offering    
 
The important truth emerging here is that worship is ascribing infinite greatness to God and 
therefore paying to him the tribute of our profoundest respect.   So, in a very real sense, it is 
bringing something to him as a gift.  Nowhere is this more clearly stated than in  1 Chronicles, 
chapter 16, and verse 28 and 29:  'Give unto the LORD, ye kindreds of the people, give unto the 
LORD glory and strength.  Give unto the LORD the glory due unto his name:  bring an offering, 
and come before him:  worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness' (cf  Ps 29:1,2). 
 
Accordingly, when the Israelites were commanded to observe their festivals, God specifically said, 
'none shall appear before me empty' (Exod 23:15; cf 34:20), which meant, as another passage 
explains, that 'every man shall give (an offering) as he is able, according to the blessing of the 
LORD thy God which he hath given thee' (Deut 16:17).   Christian believers are obliged to do the 
same.  The are told to 'offer the sacrifice of praise to God continually' (Heb 13:15;  cf 1 Pet 2:5).   
 
Worship is to be understood, then, in terms of 'giving', not 'receiving'.  We come before God not so 
much to be blessed by him as to bless his holy and matchless Name.  We come to exalt him as  our 
sovereign Lord by pouring out before him noblest expressions of heart-felt praise.  'Thou art 
worthy, O Lord, to receive glory and honour and power:  for thou hast created all things, and for 
thy pleasure they were and are created' (Rev 4:11).  How careful we should be not to enter his 
courts with selfish motives!  Yet many of us seem to draw near with the sole purpose of finding 
supply for our spiritual needs. If we obtain nothing from the service, we are all too ready to 
conclude that it has been unprofitable, a complete waste of time.  Shame on us for this!  We should 
meet together at the stated time primarily to celebrate Jehovah's glory and power and to bring to 
him our sincere and grateful homage.    

 
Only the very best 

 
How careful we ought to be, not only to give to the Lord, but also to honour him with the very best!  
'Whatsoever hath a blemish, that shall ye not offer' (Lev 22:20;  cf Deut 15:21; Mal 1:7).  To this 
end,  we must draw near with the single purpose of exalting his blessed name (Ps 34:1-3; Rev 4:8-
11), relying solely upon Christ's merit for acceptance (Eph 1:6; Heb 13:10,15) and upon the Holy 
Spirit's influences for assistance (Song of Sol 4:16; I Cor 14:15; Jude 20).  See how these things 
find expression in the apostle's  statement - 'Now unto him that is able to do exceeding abundantly 
above all that we ask or think, according to the power that worketh in us, unto him by glory in the 
church by Christ Jesus throughout all ages, world without end' (Eph 3:20,21;  cf 2:18). 

 
God in the Midst 

 
This grand work to which we are called is the glorifying of God and, in performing this service, we 
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are led to expect a divine visitation. God  has promised to manifest his presence.   'I will come unto 
thee', the Lord has said, 'and I will bless thee', and again, 'I will dwell in them, and walk in them;  
and I will be their God, and they shall be my people' (Exod 20:24; 2 Cor 6:16; cf Ps 101:2; 106:4).   
 
What do we know of such visitations and benedictions?  One thing is for sure: if we have enjoyed 
them but once in our lives, we can never be satisfied until we have enjoyed them again.  What a 
difference the sense of his presence makes to public worship!  The Scripture becomes a living 
voice;  prayer brings enlargement and refreshment of heart; the praise of the sanctuary creates 
delight which cannot be concealed; preaching authoritatively  imparts the knowledge of God; the 
benediction becomes a channel through which grace flows;  and the sacraments, as means of grace, 
mysteriously  convey the precious benefits of redemption.  'God...giveth the increase' (1 Cor 3:7).  
To feel his gracious presence in the church is to know the beginning of heaven upon earth.  It is to   
join 'the general assembly and church of the firstborn' which worships in reverential awe before 
'God the Judge of all' (Heb 12:23).    
 
  

The Standard of Pure Worship 
 
John Calvin, in his Tract, 'The Necessity of Reforming the Church' (1544), wrote this concerning 
worship:  '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'.6   
 
Later, the Puritans adopted the same stance.  Prominent among them was Thomas Manton, who 
wrote:  'God loveth to be the appointer of his own services, and can best prescribe the way of his 
own worship.  Now God's way is a revealed way;  he hath written his counsel in his Word;  
therefore, if we do otherwise than is written, we offend...'7   
 
Both the Calvinistic Reformers and the English Puritans, therefore, held that the Church was 
entirely bound by the Word of God in matters pertaining to worship and so was restricted either to 
what was enjoined by inspired institution or to what was sanctioned by approved scriptural 
example. Only ‘some circumstances concerning the worship of God (i.e. matters of mere outward 
order, such as the fixing of time and place)…common to human actions and societies’ may be 
‘ordered by the light of nature and Christian prudence, according to the general rules of the word’.8  
This is the Regulative Principle (as it has come to be called) and it is the  divinely revealed  
standard for our worship.  
 
We need to examine the biblical teaching on this important subject. 
 

God's absolute Sovereignty 
 
To begin with, we should recognise that the true and living God, who alone should be worshipped, 
is an absolute monarch with total authority over everything. 'The most High ruleth in the kingdom 
of men' (Dan 4:25).  This is, of course, the distinctive truth of Reformed theology - 'It begins, it 
centres, and it ends with the vision of God in His glory;  and it sets itself, before all things, to 
render to God His rights in every sphere of life-activity' (Professor B.B. Warfield).9  When the 
doctrine of divine sovereignty is applied, it means that God has the sole right to appoint the ways 
and means of his worship. 
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Assertion of right 
 
God expressly claims that right in the Ten Commandments, the codified summary of the Moral 
Law.  'I am the LORD', he says, 'Thou shalt not make (constitute or appoint) unto thee (out of your 
own imaginations, and for your own purposes) any graven image (i.e. any mode of unprescribed 
worship)' (Exod 20:2-5).  This commandment is followed by certain considerations intended to 
persuade men to obedience.  They are: 1) his divine sovereignty ('I the LORD);  2) his covenant 
relationship ('...thy God');  and 3) his zeal for purity of worship ('...am a jealous God').   
 
'Jealousy' suggests that God is concerned for his own honour and that he will be highly offended by 
worship devised by man (compare: Exod 34:14; Deut 4:23,24).  Alluding to this, Jeremiah 
Burroughs once remarked:  'My brethren, let us learn to know that every thing in the worship of 
God is important;  God regards it much;  God saith not that he is jealous for any thing, but for his 
worship'.10  

 
A faithful Ministry 

 
Since God insists on exercising his prerogative and appointing his own mode of worship, he 
constituted someone in each  dispensation to deliver his ordinances to the people.  In former times, 
it was Moses who was made responsible for regulating Israel's worship and he was repeatedly 
charged to adhere closely to the divine prescription.  God said to him   with reference to the 
Tabernacle and its furniture, for example,  'According to all that I shew thee, after the pattern of the 
tabernacle, and the pattern of all the instruments thereof, even so shall ye make it' (Exod 25:9;  cf v 
30; 26:30).  And Moses made sure that he followed these specific and minute directions, for we 
read no less than seven times that the arrangements were made 'as the LORD commanded Moses' 
(Exod 40:19, 21, 23, 25, 27, 29, 32).  He was as just as careful about every other particular, whether 
relating to the priestly garments,  sacrificial offerings, or holy festivals.  
 
The book of Leviticus - 'the book of Israel's worship' - begins with the words:  'The LORD called 
unto Moses and spake unto him...';  and thereafter it is stated time and time again that 'the LORD 
spake' or 'the LORD commanded', which leads Andrew Bonar, the commentator, to observe - 
'There is no book...that contains more of the very words of God than Leviticus'.  Evidently, God 
was then insistent upon instituting the mode of his own worship.     
 
As Moses faithfully fulfilled his trust and made known to the Church of Israel the prescribed 
'ordinances of divine service', so Christ, the Son of God, has ordered and settled everything relating 
to the worship of his house, the Christian Church (Heb 3:1,2).  The words to be specially noted, are:  
'Christ Jesus...was faithful to him that appointed him, as also Moses was faithful in all his house'.  
On that last phrase, Thomas Goodwin makes the following comment:  'Moses is said to be 
faithful,...in the whole house; that is, in every particular about it, a complete director of all things, 
in every room of it;  so must Christ be also...He was faithful to God in the whole house; that is, in 
everything wherein we are an house to God'.11 
 
It is unthinkable to believe that Christ was somehow less proficient or  that his directions failed to 
cover all aspects of worship.  We must surely conclude from the apostle's statement that, like 
Moses before him, Christ has delivered the whole will of God concerning the whole of the Church's 
worship,  thus supplying us with detailed and precise teaching on every single ordinance.  
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Specific Instructions 
 
Insisting that he be worshipped only according to his own will, God has been pleased to make this 
known to us in and through his written Word.  Pure worship, as the Lord Jesus Christ once 
reminded us, must always be 'in truth';  and since he equated 'truth' with God's 'Word', it follows 
that nothing is to be permitted in our worship which is not authorised by Scripture (Jn 4:23; 17:17).  
'What thing so ever I command you', God says, 'observe to do it;  thou shalt not add thereto, nor 
diminish from it' (Deut 12:32;  cf 4:2).    
 
In earlier times, the Jews recognised this.  They knew that they were subject to what the Lord had 
'commanded' (Exod 39:43; 2 Chron 29:25), or, more particularly, to what he had caused to be 
'written' (Josh 8:30,31; 1 Chron 16:37-40; 2 Chron 31:2,3;  35:10-12).  In later times, Christians too 
understood that they were to 'observe' the 'commandments' of the Lord and his apostles (Matt 
28:20; Acts 1:2; 1 Cor 14:37) which, through process of inspiration, are now 'written' down (1 Cor 
9:14,15; 1 Tim 3:14). 
 

Too strict? 
 
God's people are sometimes criticised for being too conscientious and precise with respect to these 
things, yet the Lord himself has said,  'In all things that I have said unto you be circumspect':  that 
is, 'be  'cautious' or 'careful' about matters pertaining to worship (Exod 23:13;  cf 25:9, 40).   We are 
therefore required to keep as close as possible to God's written and inerrant Word.   We are not to 
'turn aside to the right hand or to the left' (Deut 5:32).   
 
Christ confirmed and emphasised this need for exact compliance.  Mentioning the all-importance of 
'the commandment' - 'the Word of God' - he went on to say that on no account was it to be 'laid 
aside'  or 'left'  (Mk 7:8,13).  
 
The faithful have always understood this.  For example, even though Moses was Israel's leader, he 
did not feel at liberty to authorize any change in the observance of ordinances.  When some had 
accidentally defiled themselves at the time of the Passover, he refused to give them permission to 
participate in the celebration until he had received from God an express statement to that effect.  
'Stand still', he said, 'and I will hear what the Lord will command concerning you' (Num 9:8). 
 
True to this principle, David (learning from an earlier mistake) took great care to perform the 
appointed service 'as Moses commanded according to the word of the LORD';  and, in his day, 
solemn public worship was observed 'according to all that is written in the law of the LORD, which 
he commanded Israel' (1 Chron 15:15; 16:40).  The same is recorded of other Kings, like Solomon, 
Jehoiada, Hezekiah, and Joash (2 Chron 8:13; 23:16-18; 31:3; 35:12).  Moreover, when the Jews 
returned from their Babylonian captivity, it is particularly noted in the history that their re-instituted 
sacrificial worship was 'as it is written in the law of Moses the man of God' (Ezra 3:2,4;  cf 6:18). 
 

Binding in both Testaments 
 
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 
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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' (11:2,16;  cf 4:17).  
 

A great Temptation 
 

In every age, plausible arguments have been presented in support of the idea that it is sometimes 
necessary to deviate from scriptural directives.  And still, today, we are being told that these are not 
Bible-times;  and since there is such a difference in our circumstances, we should be prepared to 
relax some of the long established rules in order to make our services more contemporary and 
attractive.  So the pressure is being turned on:  and many churches, abandoning principle for 
pragmatism, are now introducing into worship such modern innovations as instrumentalists, singing 
groups, professional dancers, festivals, overhead projectors, visual aids, dramatic presentations etc. 
etc. 
 
Sadly, many appear to have overlooked the fact that men are forbidden to worship in  ways they 
think appropriate or suitable.  'Ye shall not do after all the things which we do here today, every 
man whatsoever is right in his own eyes' (Deut 12:8).  The same prohibition can be found 
elsewhere, in Numbers 15 for example,  only there the wording is slightly different.  It is, 'seek not 
after your own heart, and your own eyes' (v 39).   That verb 'to seek after' - translated earlier 'to 
search' or 'spy out' (see: 13:2, 16-17) - really means 'to explore';  so the Lord is saying in this verse 
that it is wrong to depart from the prescribed mode, even if some like to call these departures 
'explorations in worship'. 
 
It is wrong, of course, because worship should be submission to God's will.  This however is the 
assertion of man's will. In fact, it is called  'will worship' (Col 2:23):  and you perform it whenever 
you follow your 'own inventions' (Ps 106:39), observing ordinances 'which ye make to yourselves' 
(Amos 5:26).   Nadab and Abihu were guilty of this when they 'offered strange fire before the Lord 
(i.e. fire not taken from the altar of Burnt-Offering, 16:12), which he commanded them not' (Lev 
10:1), as  also was  Jeroboam when he 'ordained a feast (like the Feast of Tabernacles)..., even in 
the month which he had devised in his own heart' (1 Kgs 12:32,33).  
 
Divinely instituted ordinances are intended to be the means whereby God comes to us, and we 
come to God (Exod 20:24; Ps 22:3; Acts 11:20,21; Heb 4:16).  Is it not daring presumption for men 
to make their own ordinances?  Who gave them the authority to determine the  way of access to 
God?   Men's additions and substitutes in worship are highly offensive to God;  and he says that he 
will not tolerate 'their setting of their thresholds by my thresholds, and their post by my posts' (Ezek 
43:8).   
 

Inevitable Judgment 
 
To certain Jewish worshippers, God once put this searching question:  'When ye come to appear 
before me (in the sanctuary), who hath required this at your hand...?' (Is 1:12)  They were indeed 
required to attend the services (Exod 23:17; Deut 16:16), but not to profane the sacred enclosures 
by irreverently trampling on them.  Their unauthorised action was not ignored. It was censured.  
Similarly, the Lord threatens the people of Jeremiah's day because, at the high places of Topheth, 
they  performed sacrificial rites, 'which I commanded them not, neither came it into my heart' (Jer 
7:31; cf 19:5; 32:35).  Their corrupt practices were condemned, as John Owen observes, 'not on the 
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special account of their being so forbidden, but on that more general, of being introduced without 
any warrant from God's institutions or commands'.12  
 
If men worship in ways not prescribed, there will be nothing good in it, neither for the Lord nor for 
them.  Such worship will be spoiled, as may be learnt from what was said about the altar made from 
clods of earth or rough stone - 'If thou lift up thy tool upon it, thou hast polluted it' (Exod 20:25;  cf 
Mk 7:7);  and the worshippers will be liable to severe punishment, for proof of which we need only 
to recall the cases of Cain, Nadab and Abihu, Saul, Uzza, and Jeroboam (Gen 4:1-15; Lev 10:1,2; 1 
Sam 13:8-14; 2 Sam 6:1-7; 1 Kgs 12:25 - 13:5).  When the Israelites disregarded God's voice, they 
suffered for their disobedience; 'much more shall not we escape, if we turn away from him that 
speaketh from heaven' (Heb 12:25). 
 

Reformation 
 
The modern church has forgotten all about the prescribed way.   Ministers, claiming to be 
spiritually liberated, have introduced new and exciting styles of worship which many people have 
naively, but enthusiastically, welcomed.   No doubt, this kind of worship reflects their preferences 
and arouses their emotions.  Whatever the explanation,  the tragic consequences are all too evident:  
pure gospel worship has been replaced by extra-biblical, man-made worship. Is it any wonder that 
the Holy Spirit appears to be restrained and his gracious influences withdrawn?  Can we honestly 
be surprised at the absence of spiritual life and spiritual power in our churches?   As Judge, God has 
judicial dealings even with his own people, and the Scripture says, 'Judgment must begin at the 
house of God' (1 Pet 4:17).  
 
Our concern today must be to call the Church back to the standard of God's written and inerrant 
Word.  Like others before us - Asa, Jehoshaphat, Hezekiah, and Josiah (2 Chron 14:1-5; 17:1-6; 
29:1-19; 34:1-7) - we must raise a protest against unlawful religious practices and do everything in 
our power to restore that worship which God has appointed.   
 
Where is that holy zeal for the God's glory and pure worship which once burned so vehemently in 
the heart of our incarnate Saviour?  He evidenced a consuming concern for these things, so that it 
was written of him - 'The zeal of thine house hath eaten me up' (Jn 2:15-17;  cf Ps 69:9).  'Who is 
he that is eaten out with the zeal of God's house?', asks Thomas Manton (quoting Augustine).  That 
good Puritan replies, 'He that desires that no human invention may be blended and mixed with 
God's worship, and would fain amend what is amiss'.   
 
'This zeal', as Manton goes on to say, 'is the only right and acceptable principle of reformation, our 
great indignation against all false worship whatever'.13  
 
Under the Regulative Principle, therefore, we are required to remove all unauthorised elements of 
worship and, in their place, to establish only those which have been instituted by God for the New 
Testament Church.  This will mean the singing of scriptural praises (Ps 95:2; 1 Cor 14:26; James 
5:13.  Heb 13:15, where 'the sacrifice of praise' is described as 'the fruit of our lips'); readings from 
both Old and New Testaments (Deut 31:11; Neh 8:1-3; Acts 13:14,15; Col 4:16; Rev 1:3); offering 
of solemn prayer (Ps 65:2; Is 56:7; Acts 2:42; 1 Tim 2:1-8); and faithful, systematic  exposition, 
with application, of the Holy Scriptures  (Neh 8:7,8; Lk 4:16-21; 2 Tim 4:2).  
 
We must dedicate ourselves afresh to the work of applying the scriptural law; then, once again, 
pure worship will be restored to the professing Church of our Lord Jesus Christ. Modern reformed 
churches should return to the Calvinistic and Puritan doctrine which states that worship should only 
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contain elements specifically authorized by Scripture.  
 
 

 

The Importance of Pure Worship 
 
The re-establishment of God-directed worship should be a priority at the present time.  The 
following observations may serve to establish this: 
 
First of all, pure worship is important because it involves the divine glory.   In the worship of God, 
we magnify his great name, ascribing to him that honour which belongs to him. As God himself 
says, ‘Whoso offereth praise glorifieth me’ (Ps 50:23).  But how is God honoured in our worship?  
Surely, he is honoured when we acknowledge his infinite majesty and supreme dominion by 
ordering our worship according to the way prescribed in his Word..  
 
Scripture teaches that, whereas ‘sin’ deprives God of his ‘glory’(Rom 3:23), ‘righteousness’ – or 
conformity to the divine command – redounds to ‘the glory and praise of God’ (Phil 1:11;  cf Jn 
17:4).  If we long for God to be honoured once again in these kingdoms, we should be passionately 
concerned for the recovery and practice of his pure worship. 
 
Secondly, pure worship is important because the Church , as a society, belongs to the Lord.  It is 
his by sovereign election,  his by special purchase, and his by effectual calling (Jn 17:6; Acts 20:28; 
2 Tim 1:9).  In every sense, therefore, the Church is ‘the church of the living God (1 Tim 3:15). It 
surely follows from this that the Church should be subject to God’s authority and obedient to his 
will, as made known to us in the Bible. Certainly this should be true with respect to public worship.   
The Church  must strictly adhere to the appointed mode. ‘Therefore, brethren, stand fast, and hold 
the traditions which ye have been taught, whether by word, or our epistle’ (2 Thess 2:15   cf 3:6;    
1 Cor 11:2). 
 
The world, in its sinful rebellion, has no reverence or respect for God;  but the Church owns a 
peculiar relationship with him and, if it is to preserve its true nature and identity, it must evidence 
its subjection to God in a strict obedience to the precepts of his written Word. 
 
Thirdly, pure worship is important because divinely instituted ordinances excel in beauty and 
glory.  God’s ancient, ceremonial worship was externally both magnificent and ornate (Exod 28:2; 
Ps 96:6); but God has now appointed a worship without such imposing visible splendour, one 
which is unostentatious, simple, and pure, but which fully displays the divine perfections and the 
homage of human hearts. The worship of God under the Gospel exhibits a ‘glory that excelleth’ (2 
Cor 3:10).  By what daring presumption do men attempt to change this worship?  Do they think that 
they can somehow improve Christ’s appointments?   The Master’s most outstanding work should 
never receive extra or finishing touches from men.  To alter New Testament worship is only to 
deface and to ruin it.  Solomon’s words concerning the work of God may apply here – ‘nothing can 
be put to it, nor anything taken from it: and God doeth it that men may fear before him’ (Eccl 3:14). 
 
If our worship is to be truly ‘glorious’, there must be an abandonment of all human inventions and a 
faithful observance of  the ordinances required by God in his Word. 
 
Fourthly, pure worship is important because, as appointed by God, it is evidently acceptable and 
pleasing to him.  God has always disapproved of unauthorized worship (Gen 4:3,5;  Lev 10:1,2), 
but worship according to the law has always received token of his approbation (Gen 4:4; 8:20-22; 1 
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Chron 21:26; 2 Chron 7:1).  And this is still the case, as Christ made clear when he stated that  
‘worship’ taught by ‘the commandments of men’  was ‘in vain’, or ‘to no purpose’. Why?  Because 
it would be disregarded and unrewarded (Matt 15:9). 
 
Without scriptural warrant, we may think that we render God service (as indeed many have 
thought, Exod 32:1-10; 2 Kgs 17:34;  Jn 16:2; Acts 26:9),  but, in actual fact, ‘whatsoever is not of 
faith is sin’:  that is, anything performed without a firm conviction that it is derived from God’s 
Word is nothing more nor less than contempt of his authority (Rom 14:23). 
 
Fifthly, pure worship is important because it is Satan’s great aim to deny God his honour by 
corrupting the biblical ordinances.  As ‘the god of this world’ (2 Cor 4:4), he would first usurp the 
divine throne and then seize the divine prerogatives, substituting his own ways for the Lord’s ways.  
His emissaries, ‘seducing spirits’ and ‘devils’, find allies in men’s wicked hearts (Jer 17:6; 18:12);  
and they tempt people to embrace  ‘lies in hypocrisy’, rather than the divine ordinances (1 Tim 4:1-
3;  cf 1 Jn 4:1-3). There are many examples of this in the Scripture (Lev 17:7; Deut 32:16,17; 2 
Chron 11:15) but the worst by far is the Papal Antichrist  who has taken it upon himself to change 
the rules of worship and to promote the most dreadful forms of superstition and idolatry (2 Thess 
2:1-12; cf Dan 7:25). Affecting equality with God, Popes have repeatedly imposed new articles of 
faith, enjoined new rules of practice, and instituted new modes of worship.  John Fry comments on 
this as follows:  ‘These spiritual tyrants have, indeed, entirely changed the constitution of the 
church, its rites and ceremonies, its sacraments, and some of its essential doctrines; so that the face 
of the church is entirely altered from what it was under the apostles and primitive fathers’.14 
 
Christians should be careful not to allow any human institution into the worship of God.  Church 
history solemnly warns us that compromise in this area will lead to most dangerous consequences.  
In the true spirit of the Reformation, we must separate from the vain show of false worship and 
adhere closely to the worship which God has appointed in his Word.  This will effect a greater 
unity among the Lord’s people, for whatever our denominational affiliation, it is undoubtedly true 
that the closer we are to God’s Word, the closer we shall be to one another. 
 
Sixthly, pure worship is important because it is an effective means to make God known to the 
world.  There are a number of places in Scripture where God’s worship is called his ‘name’:  for 
example,  ‘In all places where I record my name (i.e. where I cause it to be remembered and 
invoked in worship) I will come unto thee and I will bless thee’ (Exod 20:24;  cf Deut 12:5; 1 Kgs 
8:20).  As a man makes himself known by his name, so God makes himself known by his solemn, 
public worship.  That is why it must not be a confused mixture of things divine and human.  It must 
be  as revealed in God’s written Word.  Only so will people be confronted with the true religion of 
Christ. 
 
Popular modern worship is full of human inventions and it is clearly modelled to suit the tastes of 
outsiders, but what kind of message is the church thereby conveying to the world?  It is surely that 
God is some kind of celestial pleasure-seeker, altogether weak, carnal, and mindless.  In actual fact, 
however, God is the sovereign Ruler of heaven and earth, vast and illimitable in his Being and 
perfections.  Reformed churches declare this infinite glory in a worship characterized by reverential 
fear.  ‘Who in the heaven can be compared unto the LORD? Who among the sons of the mighty 
can be likened unto the LORD?  God is greatly to be feared in the assembly of the saints, and to be 
had in reverence of all them that are about him’ (Ps 89:6,7). 
 
Seventhly, and lastly, pure worship is important because only what God has appointed can be a 
means of grace to his people.  In biblical history, when God was pleased to order the use of 
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something he gave to it an impressive supernatural efficacy, whether it was the erecting of a brasen 
serpent,  the blowing of rams’ horns, or the dipping into Jordon (Num 21:9; Josh 6:20; 2 Kgs 5:14). 
So today, in matters pertaining to worship, when God’s people make his Word their rule, he is 
pleased to visit them and do them good.  We therefore sing the divinely-appointed songs only to 
discover  that God dwells in those praises (Ps 22:3).  We offer our prayers, according to his will, 
and the Spirit moves in our hearts to assist us (Rom 8:26,27).  We hear the reading of his inspired 
and infallible Word and see the Lord’s glory (2 Cor 3:15-18);  and in the preaching of that Word, 
we  experience the greatness of his power  (Acts 11:21; 2 Cor 10:5).  Yes, God still blesses the 
ordinances of his worship. 
 
Few will deny that, at this present time, the Church of Christ is in a poor  state, bereft of  spiritual 
strength and tragically ineffective.  A faithful remnant cry to God for his reviving grace;  but - 
without denying for a moment our desperate need of  revival – we surely have a responsibility to 
use the divinely established means which God has promised to own and bless. 
 
Our prayers ascend to the heavenly throne that God might be pleased to effect another glorious 
Reformation; and we do solemnly renew our vows to do whatever we can to bring about the 
recovery and practice of divinely authorized worship. 
 
The Bible teaches that one day, throughout the world,  the true God will be revered and invoked.  
‘In that day’, says the prophet Zechariah, ‘there shall be one Lord, and his name one’ (Zech 14:9).  
Pure worship will then be re-established in our churches, for  Zion’s ‘watchmen’  shall ‘see eye to 
eye’ and believers shall address the Lord in ‘a pure language’ and ‘with one consent’ (Is 52:8: Zeph 
3:9).  May such promises soon find wonderful fulfilment.   Our God has said,  ‘I will  make the 
place of my feet glorious’ (Is 60:13). 
 

Thou shalt arise and mercy have 
     upon thy Sion yet; 
           The time to favour her is come, 
     the time that thou hast set. 
 
                 For in her rubbish and her stones 
      thy servants pleasure take; 
           Yea, they the very dust thereof 
      do favour for her sake. 
 
           So shall the heathen people fear 
       the Lord’s most holy name; 
               And all the kings on earth shall dread 
       thy glory and thy fame. 
 
            When Sion by the mighty Lord 
        built up again shall be, 
             In glory then and majesty 
            to men appear shall he.  
 
                  Metrical Psalm 102, verses 13-16 
          
 

********** 
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