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1. Introduction and Background
Our main task will be to answer the question, What is the public worship of God in the Church? 

We begin with a review of our historic doctrinal understanding of the worship of the Church, 
then provide a brief summary of theological arguments supporting the regulative principle of 
worship. We then develop a theology of worship framed in biblical-theological terms. Building 
on all these, we sketch a covenantal form of worship.

1.1. Contemporary Perspectives on Worship
In considering the debates about worship in the Church in our day, it is necessary to keep 

three things in mind. First, the form of contemporary Sunday services of evangelical churches 
lacks continuity with many of the past worship practices of the Christian Church. Worship 
in American churches, and increasingly in other countries, has been greatly influenced by the 
practices of American evangelicalism which grew out of the 19th century camp meeting. In 
the camp meeting there was a three-part form: music to attract a crowd and put it in the right 
mood, preaching to convert sinners, and an altar call to secure a decision. The goal of these 
meetings was to convert sinners; they were not the public worship of God by the Church. 
Second, dispensational theology has conditioned many Christians, even those who reject 
dispensationalism as a system, to approach ethics, doctrine, and worship by asking only what 
the New Testament teaches. The Old Testament is undervalued and the historic Christian 
traditions are held in suspicion and rejected. In this climate of thought, many churches imitate 
what seems to succeed in the ñmegachurches,ò often with little thought given to the doctrinal 
consequences of their decisions. Third, we must bear in mind the constant effort of our unseen 
enemy to distort and corrupt the worship of God in order to obscure His glory and the only way 
of salvation through Jesus Christ (Matt. 4:9; Eph. 6:11-12; Jas. 4:7). 

1.2. Reformed Confessional Perspective on Worship
 The Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America is a confessional Reformed church 

with organic ties to the great catholic tradition mediated through the national church of Scotland. 
Therefore we do not view ourselves as a generation of practical innovators commissioned to find 
out what works. We are servants of Christ, told ñto contend earnestly for the faith which was 
once for all delivered to the saintsò (Jude 3). Through our Confession and Testimony, we recognize 
the spiritual unity we share with our fathers in the faith. We affirm the continuity as well as the 
discontinuity of the Old and New Covenants, and the continuity of the Church through the 
generations. 

From ancient times through the Reformation, and until recent times, the Christian Church 
understood the unique character of its public worship. It was different from the rest of life. At the 
Reformation, all parties agreed that the Church must gather weekly on the Lordôs Day to worship 
God, even while they argued about the specifics of that worship. The Reformers taught that 
Christians should obey and serve God in the home, the workplace, and the public square, and 
that they should maintain daily times of private and family prayers. But godly life and worship in 
such venues was not the public worship of God. Our confessional documents thus move quickly 
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from a general definition of worship to how it should be carried out in church meetings on the 
Sabbath day. The worship of God by the Church was a sacred gathering set apart from the rest 
of life and governed according to its own rules by Godôs Word.

2. The Westminster Assemblyõs Doctrine of Worship
The worship of the Church was a central concern of the Westminster Assembly. Charles Iôs 

attempt to impose a new liturgy on the Church of Scotland in 1637 had provoked widespread 
resistance in Scotland and among the Puritans in England. In the midst of Englandôs Civil War, 
the ñLongò Parliament called an assembly to meet at Westminster to advise it in the further 
reformation of the worship, doctrine, and government of the Church of England. The goal 
was to produce a uniformity in religion among the three kingdoms of England, Ireland, and 
Scotland. 

The Westminster Assembly devoted over 70 sessions to the study of worship. The first 
document they produced was The Directory for the Publick Worship of God (published March 1645). 
Because worship is such a central part of the life of the Church and a central concern of the 
Assembly, it is integral to the theology of the Confession and Catechisms. The doctrine of worship 
is woven throughout the documents produced by the Assembly. Thus, to grasp its complete 
teaching on worship, one must look further than chapter 21 in the Confession of Faith, ñOf 
Religious Worship, and the Sabbath Day.ò 

2.1. Scripture is Sufþcient to Direct the Church in Its Worship
The Assembly teaches that the Scriptures are sufficient to instruct the Church in the worship 

of God. The first chapter of the Confession states that one reason for making the Scripture 
available to people in their own language is ñthat the word of God dwelling plentifully in all, 
they may worship him in an acceptable mannerò (Confession, 1.8).

The preface to the Directory for Publick Worship reveals the Assemblyôs intent to ground the 
worship of God in the Scriptures and to set aside human inventions. They write that after much 
prayer and consultation,

énot with flesh and blood, but with his holy word, [we] resolved to lay aside the 
former Liturgy, with the many rites and ceremonies formerly used in the worship 
of God, and have agreed upon this present Directory for all parts of publick 
worship. Wherein our care hath been to hold forth such things as are of divine 
institution in every ordinance; and other things we have endeavoured to set forth 
according to the rules of Christian prudence, agreeable to the general rules of the 
Word of God. (Directory for Publick Worship, preface)

The distinction between ñthings of divine institutionò and ñother thingsò finds further 
explanation in the Confession. After asserting the sufficiency of Scripture, the Confession 
declares: 

The Westminster Assemblyõs Doctrine 
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The whole counsel of God, concerning all things necessary for his own glory, 
manôs salvation, faith and life, is either expressly set down in scripture, or by good 
and necessary consequence may be deduced from scripture: unto which nothing 
is to be added.éNevertheless we acknowledge that there are some circumstances 
concerning the worship of God, and government of the Church, common to 
human actions and societies, which are to be ordered by the light of nature and 
Christian prudence, according to the general rules of the word, which are always 
to be observed. (Confession, 1.6)

The mention of the circumstances of worship in the latter part of this section indicates that 
the Assembly included worship in the ñall things necessary for his own glory, manôs salvation, 
faith and lifeò of the first part. 

By ñother thingsò in its Directory and by ñcircumstancesò in the Confession, chapter 1, the 
Assembly had in mind such practical issues as how long a section of Scripture to read, what parts 
of the Bible should be read more frequently, how long to preach, how often to give interpretive 
comments after the reading, which petitions to pray before or after the sermon, exactly when 
and where to meet, and so on. The main point of their teaching is that Scripture is sufficient to 
direct the Churchôs worship: There is no room in their acknowledgment of ñcircumstancesò for 
innovative practices. 

2.2. The Transcendent God Does Not Need the Churchõs Worship, 
but His Covenantal Grace Makes Our Worship Possible

ñ[God] is alone in and unto Himself all-sufficient, not standing in need of any creaturesò 
(Confession, 2.2). Therefore, ñTo Him is due from angels and men, and every other creature, 
whatsoever worship, service, or obedience, He is pleased to require of them.ò Man cannot devise 
his own way to approach the all-sufficient God; he can only give to God what God requires of 
him.

Despite our sin and rebellion, God brings us into His presence by His Covenant of Graceð
Christ as our Mediator reveals Godôs will to us by His Spirit speaking in His Word, offers 
Himself a sacrifice to satisfy divine justice and reconcile us to God, and rules us as our King (see 
Shorter Catechism, Q. 24-26). All of our worship proceeds ultimately from Godôs initiative and 
not our own.

In chapter 7 the Confession notes the discontinuity between the administrations of the 
Covenant of Grace in the periods of the law and the gospel:

éunder the law it was administered by promises, prophecies, sacrifices, 
circumcision, the paschal lamb, and other types and ordinances delivered to the 
people of the Jews, all foresignifying Christ to come. (Confession, 7.5) 

These means of administering the covenant under the law had centrally to do with the 
worship of God at the temple, in which Christ was depicted in types yet to be fulfilled. Under 
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the gospel, now that Christ has come,

...the ordinances in which this covenant is dispensed are the preaching of the 
Word, and the administration of the sacraments of Baptism and the Lordôs 
Supper, which, though fewer in number, and administered with more simplicity 
and less outward glory, yet in them it is held forth in more fulness, evidence, and 
spiritual efficacy, to all nations. (Confession, 7.6)

When the Assembly mentioned preaching, they intended preaching in the Church, just 
as they intended the observance of the sacraments to be done in the worship of the Church. 
Their goal was uniformity of doctrine and practice in the three Kingdoms; they had no use for 
preaching, meetings, or sacraments unauthorized by proper church authority. The Covenant of 
Grace, according to the Confession, is therefore set forth preeminently in the public worship of 
the Church where God draws near to man in order to draw man near to Him.

Chapter 16, ñOf Good Works,ò does not discuss public worship, but it does use similar 
language. Man pleases God on Godôs  terms only. 

Good works are only such as God hath commanded in his holy word, and not 
such as, without the warrant thereof, are devised by men out of blind zeal, or 
upon any pretence of good intention. (Confession, 16.1)

The pretense of ñgood intentionò does not make human innovations such as saying the 
Rosary, venerating relics, or going on pilgrimages a ñgood work.ò The principle here is the same 
as in the worship of God: What is acceptable to God as good works are those things of divine 
institution.

2.3. Liberty of Conscience Must Be Preserved in the Worship 
of God

Chapter 20 of the Confession, ñOf Christian Liberty and Liberty of Conscience,ò deals with a 
pressing issue for the members of the Westminster Assembly. Many of them had been persecuted 
for refusing to observe ceremonies prescribed by the bishops under the direction of Charles 
I. The chapter teaches that liberty of conscience sets us free from believing or doing anything 
contrary to the Word of God, no matter what civil or ecclesiastical authority commanded it. We 
may-ðin fact, we should-ðdisobey. But in two spheres the conscience is free even from what is 
ñbeside the Wordò:

God alone is Lord of the conscience, and hath left it free from the doctrines and 
commandments of men, which are in any thing contrary to His Word; or beside 
it, if matters of faith or worship. (Confession, 20.2) 

In other words, Godôs people may not be required to believe anything by way of doctrine not 
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taught in Scripture, nor may they be required to engage in any practice in the worship of God 
that is not warranted by the Word of God. In these matters, to follow mere human authority as 
if it were the voice of God is a betrayal of liberty of conscience. In ordinary life such as politics, 
business, or family affairs, freedom of conscience means not being obliged to do anything against 
the Bible. In matters of faith and worship, freedom of conscience means not being obligated to 
believe or do anything ñbeside,ò that is, in addition to, the Word of God.

2.4. God Alone Speaking in the Scriptures Reveals How He Is 
to Be Worshiped: He May Not Be Worshiped in Any Way Not 
Prescribed in Scripture

Chapter 21, ñOf Religious Worship, and the Sabbath Day,ò begins with manôs innate need 
to worship and concludes with the weekly worship of the Church on the Lordôs Day. ñThe light 
of natureò shows that God is good and should be ñfeared, loved, praised, called upon, trusted in, 
and served,ò with all the heart, and with all the soul, and with all the might. After thus echoing 
Romans 1 and the first great commandment, the chapter draws a contrast between true and false 
worship:

But 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 in any other way not prescribed in the holy Scripture. 
(Confession, 21.1)

John Calvin expressed a similar teaching:

From this we gather that a part of the reverence that is paid to Him consists 
simply in worshiping Him as He commands, mingling no inventions of our own. 
(Institutes, IV.X.23) 

Worship according to Godôs rule follows logically from fallen manôs need to be directed 
away from the idolatries that please him and toward the true God. Without Godôs revelation, 
we remain ignorant of what pleases Him. Without Godôs revelation man will follow his natural 
inclinations towards devising his own way to God and will always end up with idolatry. 

Section 2 of chapter 21 teaches that worship is due to the triune God alone. Christ is the 
only Mediator through whom worship can be acceptable to God. Sections 3 and 4 deal with 
prayer. Calvin wrote that God called the temple the ñhouse of prayerò(Isa. 56:7; Matt. 21:13), ñfor 
He taught by this term that the chief part of His worship lies in the office of prayerò (Institutes, 
III.XX.29). The Assembly states that prayer is to be from the heart, offered through Jesus Christ 
alone, directed only to God, and must be done with ñunderstanding, reverence, humility, 
fervency, faith, love, and perseverance.ò 

Section 5 sets forth the parts of ñthe ordinary religious worship of God,ò that is, Lordôs Day 
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worship in the Church. These include the reading of Scripture, preaching and hearing of the 
Word, singing of psalms, and the administration of the sacraments. The Directory for Publick 
Worship gives a fuller description of these parts of public worship. Throughout its teaching, the 
Confession of Faith emphasizes both the inwardness and spirituality of true worship that in form 
is according to the Scriptures. Scripture reading must be ñwith godly fearò; preaching must be 
ñsoundò; hearing must be ñconscionable (conscientious)ò; singing must be ñwith grace in the 
heart.ò

Section 6 teaches that since the coming of Christ, worship is no longer tied to the sanctuary 
in Jerusalem. Daily, in families and in private devotions, men should worship God, and so, 
ñmore solemnly, in the publick assemblies, which are not carelessly or willfully to be neglectedò 
(Confession, 21.6). The last two sections of the chapter deal with one day in seven set apart for the 
worship of God. It is a time for ñpublic and private exercises of His worship, and in the duties of 
necessity and mercyò (Confession, 21.8).

2.5. A Mark of a True Church Is Its Purity of Worship
God gave to the catholic, visible Church ñthe ministry, oracles, and ordinances of God.ò 

These means of grace are for the gathering and perfecting of the saints. The presence of God by 
His Spirit in the Churchôs ministry makes them effective (Confession, 25.3). While some churches 
have degenerated so badly that they are no longer churches of Christ, ñthere shall be always a 
church on earth, to worship God according to His willò (Confession, 25.5). The Confession lists 
three marks by which particular churches are judged to be more or less pure. Two of these 
pertain explicitly to worship: 

And particular churches, which are members thereof, are more or less pure, 
according as the doctrine of the Gospel is taught and embraced, ordinances 
administered, and public worship performed more or less purely in them. 
(Confession, 25.4; cf. Larger Catechism, Q. 108)

2.6. Saints Are Bound Together in the Worship of the Church
Chapter 26 of the Confession teaches that, because Christians are united to Christ, they 

are united to one another and have holy obligations to God and to one another. There is a 
continuing duty of love that binds the saints together in church and out. This holy communion 
of the saints is visibly expressed when they gather for worship:

Saints by profession are bound to maintain an holy fellowship and communion 
in the worship of God, and in performing such other spiritual services as tend to 
their mutual edification. (Confession, 26.2) 

Joining in public worship is the central means by which Christians encourage and edify one 
another. 
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of Worship



W
o

r
s
h

ip
 o

f
 t

h
e

 C
h

u
r
c
h

10

W
o

r
s
h

ip
 o

f
 t

h
e

 C
h

u
r
c
h

11

2.7. The Sacraments Are Signs and Seals of the Covenant of 
Grace

The essential nature of the public worship of God is the weekly assembly of Godôs people 
before God to review His covenant with them and to renew their part in it. In the Confessionôs 
treatment of the sacraments (chapters 27-29), the covenantal perspective of the Westminster 
theology is most clearly revealed. Baptism is the sacrament by which one enters the Church 
and becomes part of Godôs people. It is for ñthe solemn admissionò into the visible church 
(Confession, 28.1). It is performed as part of the worship of God. The Lordôs Supper is the 
sacrament in which Christ is exhibited as spiritual nourishment to the soul, and by which our 
continuance and growth in Him is confirmed (Larger Catechism, Q. 177). In it, Godôs people 
partake in the sign of the Covenant of Grace given to us by Christ. It is not a private matter; it 
is ña bond and pledge of their communion with Him, and with each other, as members of His 
mystical bodyò (Confession, 29.1). Both sacraments ñare holy signs and seals of the covenant of 
graceò (Confession, 27.1). They are a sign of Christ and His benefits, they ñconfirm our interest in 
Him,ò they mark the difference between Christians and the world, and they ñsolemnly...engage 
[partakers] to the service of God in Christ, according to His Wordò (Confession, 27.1). The role 
of the two sacraments in the public worship of God reveals the essential nature of His worship. 
The public worship of God by the Church is a covenantal activity. 

2.8. Summary of the Westminster Assemblyõs Doctrine of 
Worship

Two themes run through the Confession of Faithôs teaching about worship. The more obvious 
theme is the emphasis on purity of worship. A church is pure according as its worship is pure, 
both inwardly and outwardly. True worship is done according to the Scriptures, which are 
sufficient to guide the Church in its worship. Pure worship not only does not contradict the 
Scriptures, it also does not go beyond them. Worship should be offered to God according to His 
rule (from L.  regulare, ñto control by rule, directò). This principle is called the regulative principle 
of worship. We will summarize the arguments that support this teaching in the next section. 

The second theme in the Confessionôs teaching about worship is less clearly spelled out, but 
it too is fundamental. The public worship of the Church is a covenant ceremony. The parts of 
public worship-ðprayer, Scripture reading, the sacraments, preaching, and singing psalms-ðare all 
means of grace by which the Covenant of Grace is brought to bear on the believer. The Covenant 
of Grace, administered for a time in the dispensation of law, and now given its permanent and 
catholic form in the gospel, provides the content of public worship in the Church. We will 
develop this topic in the final section of the paper as we develop a biblical theology of worship.

3.  On the Regulative Principle of Worship
The Reformed understanding of the practice of biblical worship is usually summarized by the 

regulative principle of worship. The clearest statement of this principle is found in the Confession, 
21.1, and is commented upon in the Testimony of the RPCNA, 21.1-3. This principle is an essential 
part of Scriptureôs doctrine of worship. The theological necessity for this principle follows from 
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the need to preserve the purity of the gospel, Godôs holiness and manôs creatureliness, the 
second commandment, the need to guard the liberty of conscience of the Christian worshiper 
together with the limited delegated authority of the Church on earth, and the unity of the 
Church expressed in her worship. We comment on each of these.

3.1 Godõs Holiness and the Gospel
Because God is a Spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable in His holiness, humans, who 

are creatures as well as sinners, must be careful to draw near to God only in the way appointed 
by God. ñGod is in heaven, and you on earthò (Eccl. 5:1-2). 

3.1.1. The Gospel
The predominant material in the Old Testament exhibiting the more careful, detailed (Ex. 

25:40; Heb. 8:5), and severe (Lev. 10:7 ñélest you dieò) regulation appears in Godôs governing 
of the ceremonial sacrifice activity of the Levitical priesthood in the sanctuary. The way of access 
into the throne room and presence of God was portrayed in these ceremonies (Heb. 9:6-10; 10:
1-3), which Christ has now fulfilled in His priestly ascension at the right hand of the Father 
(Heb. 9:11-15; 10:19-25). Having been fulfilled, these ceremonial foreshadowings of Christ have 
been discontinued (Heb. 10:11-18), and now in the New Testament we find the same careful and 
severe scrutiny expressed with reference to the gospel message (Heb. 2:1-3a; Gal. 1:8-9; Acts 4:
12). 

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. (Heb. 2:1-3)

 
3.1.2. Godõs Holiness

In Deuteronomy the explicit reason for the careful regulation of Godôs worship (Deut. 
12:31-32) is the covenant relationship between God and His people (Deut. 4:36-40), and the 
absolute lordship of God involved in that relationship (Deut. 5:6-7). The reason stated for Godôs 
judgment on unauthorized worship practices is that they are an affront to Godôs zeal regarding 
His own worship: ñBy those who come near Me I must be regarded as holyò (Lev. 10:3).

This need for caution and reverence is not eliminated under the New Covenant: ñLet us have 
grace, by which we may serve God acceptably with reverence and godly fear. For our God is a 
consuming fireò (Heb. 12:28-29). God initiates the covenant relationship with His people, and, 
in His holy sovereignty, He determines the terms of that covenant, including the way in which 
the people approach Him in worship.

3.2. The Second Commandment
The regulative principle governs the central elements of life of the Church: its doctrine, 
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its governance, and its worship. In these matters, the Church has no authority to go beyond 
Godôs Word and to innovate. Thus, in the light of Scripture as a whole, the Larger Catechism (Q. 
108-109) gives us this interpretation of the second commandment: It requires ñthe receiving, 
observing, and keeping pure and entire, all such religious worship and ordinances as God hath 
instituted in his Wordò and forbids ñany religious worship not instituted by God himself.ò 
The ñreasons annexedò are significant: They include ñGodôs sovereignty over us, and propriety 
[ownership] in us, His fervent zeal for His own worship, and His revengeful indignation against 
all false worshipò (Larger Catechism, Q. 110). 

The second commandment applies in every worship setting: individual, family, ecclesiastical, 
and civil. However, the worship of the Church assembled is the only covenant occasion where all 
of what are known as ñthe means of graceò are dispensed. This has been the case since the end 
of the age of the patriarchs. Today the worship of the family and of the individual is primarily 
a meditation on Godôs Word accompanied by prayer and praise. Those leading family or group 
worship do not have the authority to preach officially, to dispense the sacraments, to pronounce 
the benediction, or to exercise ecclesiastical discipline. The worship of the Church properly takes 
place as the Church is assembled for that purpose under the direction of the elders.

3.3. Liberty of Conscience and Church Power
In light of Christôs headship over the Church, the elders must be careful to maintain the 

liberty of conscience of the members: They are Godôs people and subject to Him. The Churchôs 
authority in matters of faith and worship is not legislative, but solely ministerial. When the elders 
of the Church call the people together to worship, determine what shall be done in worship, and 
direct the people to participate, they must not, in Christôs name, impose practices on people that 
are not authorized in Scripture (Matt. 15:9; Matt. 28:18-19).

Liberty of conscience has a broader application than to the practices of the Church when it 
assembles for worship. In the broader sphere church rulers are not to require belief in anything 
not taught in the Word, or to command people to do anything not based on the Word. Since 
this limitation of church power applies in the areas of belief and behavior outside of the worship 
assembly, it must certainly apply to public worship, which God guards with holy jealousy. In 
regard to doctrine and practice, the Word says: ñYou 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 youò (Deut. 4:2). In regard to worship, it says, ñYou shall not worship the LORD your 
God [as the Canaanites do]....Whatever I command you, be careful to observe it; you shall not 
add to it nor take away from itò (Deut. 12:31-32). Church authority is limited by the Word of 
God, especially in matters of faith and worship. This follows from Godôs holy authority. This 
limit on church authority protects the gospel from adulteration by unbiblical worship practices, 
and it guards the liberty of conscience of the believer, who is thereby assured his freedom to 
worship God in the church assembly as God Himself has appointed. 

3.4. Unity of the Church
Churches whose worship practices conform to the regulative principle of worship should 
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