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Public worship today comes in a wide variety of forms and substance. A quick glance at the 

“Religion” section of the newspaper on any given weekend reveals some of what goes on in churches 

on Sunday mornings. We are aware of worship services which are comprised of and include plays, 

films, bands and choirs and even the viewing of sports events. The variety extends from churches 

introducing praise worship (rhythmic clapping while singing hymns) to churches promoting the 

outrageous practice of “holy laughter.” Are these practices acceptable to God? How do we know? Also, 

how do we know what proper worship is? 

Being familiar with our Bibles, we know that not all worship is acceptable to God. We know 

that the Lord did not have respect unto Cain’s offering (Genesis 4), and we know how Israel sinned 

against God by attempting to worship Him through the golden calf in the wilderness (Exodus 32). Also, 

both of these instances of improper worship were punished severely by God. Cain’s improper worship 

led to jealousy, anger, and murder of his own brother, and he was punished by being made a “fugitive 

and a vagabond” (Genesis 4:10-12). Israel’s sin with the golden calf led to the deaths of about 3,000 of 

the worshippers that very day by the sword of the Levites, “and the LORD plagued the people, because 

they made the calf.” (Exodus 32:35) Improper worship is a serious offense and is not viewed lightly by 

God. 

We also understand the seriousness of worship when we realize that all improper worship is 

idolatry and as such is prohibited by the second commandment, “Thou shalt not make unto thee any 

graven image...thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor serve them...” (Exodus 20:4, 5) Lord’s 

Day 35 of the Heidelberg Catechism teaches us that the second commandment requires “That we in no 

wise represent God by images, nor worship Him in any other way than He has commanded in His 

word.” 

The positive statement of the catechism then is that we must worship God only as He has 

commanded in His Word. This is known as the Regulative Principle of worship and is the principle to 

which we as Protestant Reformed churches hold. The Belgic Confession also support this principle in 

Article 29 when it says that the true church is recognized “in short, if all things are managed according 

to the pure Word of God, all things contrary thereto rejected...” This summary mark of the true church 

must certainly include its public worship. 

Scriptural support for this confessional, Regulative Principle is found throughout the Word of 

God, but to point to only a couple here will be sufficient. First, in Deuteronomy 9:16, Moses reminds 

the people of their sin with the golden calf and says, “And I looked and, behold ye had sinned against 

the LORD your God, and had made you a molten calf: ye had turned aside quickly out of the way 

which the LORD had commanded you.” According to this verse, Israel’s sin was that they had 

introduced some new element into their worship which God had not commanded them to use. They 

worshipped God other than the way that He had commanded. They violated the Regulative Principle. 

Second, Deuteronomy 12 speaks at length concerning proper Old Testament worship regarding 

offerings, tithes, and sacrifices, but God ends this section of His Word with the principle: “What thing 

soever I command you, observe to do it: thou shalt not add thereto, nor diminish from it” (vs. 32). 

Again, we must worship our God only as He has commanded in His Word. 

Looking to Scripture then, we find that only a few spiritual activities are explicitly commanded 

as fitting activities for the believer in the worship of His God. These elements of worship along with 

their accompanying proof texts are listed in the pamphlet, Public Worship and the Reformed Faith
1
, and 

read as follows: “Singing of the Psalms (Col. 3:16, Eph. 5:19,20); offering of prayer (I Tim. 2:1-8); 



reading of Scriptures (I Thes. 5:27, I Tim. 4:13); the preaching and hearing of God’s Word (Rom. 

10:13-17, II Tim. 4:1:2); the administration of the two sacraments (Matt. 28:19,20, I Cor. 11:23-29); 

and the giving of our offerings in the support of the ministry and the relief of the poor (I Cor. 16:1,2,1 

Cor. 9T1-14)”
1
 

Simply performing these external activities however is, of course, still unacceptable to God. 

Jesus teaches us that “God is a Spirit: and they that worship Him must worship Him in spirit and in 

truth.” (John 4:24) In this passage He instructs us that we must take heed to worship God in the right 

spirit or with the right attitude. 

It is this spirit of worship also that is being corrupted today. In the filling of the worship service 

with unscriptural extras, many have forgotten the plain and simple worship of the heart, and with it 

have gained a casual and irreverent attitude in worship. What kind of spirit then is pleasing and 

acceptable to God? What is the correct attitude with which to approach the Almighty King? 

John Calvin, while commenting on the previously mentioned passage in John 4 states, “as we 

cannot ascend to the height of God, let us remember that we ought to seek from His Word the rule by 

which we are governed.”
2
 So again we turn to the Scriptures to answer our questions. In Psalm 89:7 we 

learn that “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.” Psalm 5:7 reads, “and in thy fear will I worship...” We must not worship God 

(publicly or privately) with a casual attitude or a flippant spirit, but instead with fear and reverence. If 

we go to draw near to God, we must approach Him only with repentance and humility (James 4:8-10). 

We can be sure that God who dwells “in the high and holy place” will only dwell “with him also that is 

of a contrite and humble spirit” (Isaiah 57:15). “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit: a broken and 

a contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise” (Psalm 51:17). We must only come into God’s presence 

with this spirit (rare though it may be today), and then through the singing of the Psalms, the hearing of 

the Word, the offering of prayer, giving charitably to the causes of God’s kingdom, and the 

administering of the sacraments, our hearts will be lifted up into the deep and powerful joy of our 

salvation in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

Observing the abuse of worship in the church world today, we ought to be moved to pray that 

God will restore those who have strayed and are in error. We must humbly thank Him that He has 

preserved us as Protestant Reformed Churches in the proper Biblical form of worship and pray that He 

will continue to preserve us in the future in the way of His Word. Each of us individually, also must 

pray that He will teach us to worship in spirit and truth. We ought also to come before our God with 

humble and joyful sacrifices of praise and thanksgiving, thanking him for the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, 

for only in Christ is any worship acceptable. 

“Having therefore, brethren, boldness to enter into the holiest by the blood of Jesus,... Let us 

draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith...” (Hebrews 10:19 & 22a) ♦ 
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