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Theme:  We hold to a Reformed Theology, which believe to be consistent with the Scriptures.  
Reformed Theology leads to a governing principle of worship, which we call the Regulative 
Principle of Worship (RPW).  The principle states that we must do in worship only what God 
commands.  Last week, we looked at the Theological foundation for the RPW.  Tonight, we are 
going to examine at the exegetical or Biblical foundation for the RPW. 
 
WCF 21:1 The light of nature showeth that there is a God, who hath lordship and sovereignty over all; is good, and 
doth good unto all; and is therefore to be feared, loved, praised, called upon, trusted in, and served, with all the 
heart, and with all the soul, and with all the might.( Rom 1:20; Acts 17:24; Ps. 119:68; Jer. 10:7; Ps. 31:23; Ps. 18:3; 
Rom. 10:12; Ps. 62:8; Josh. 24:14; Mark 12:33.) 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 any other way 
not prescribed in the Holy Scripture.( Deut. 12:32; Matt. 15:9,10; Deut. 15:1-20; Exod. 20:4,5,6; Col. 2:23)  
 
• WCF 21:1 states that God has instituted the acceptable way of worshiping Him.  The form 

or method of worshipping God is to be limited to only what God has commanded in His 
Word.  More specifically, we are to do no more and no less than what the Holy Spirit has 
prescribed in the Scriptures.  Thus, anything that we might think of doing in worship that is 
not prescribed or commanded by God in the Scriptures is forbidden.  We must confine 
ourselves to the question what must we do in worship? 
 

• WCF 21:1 also specifically forbids worshipping according to human imagination and 
devices of men or suggestions of Satan (strong words!).  This statement excludes our good 
creative ideas.  We must limit what we do in worship to those ordinances that God has 
commanded in the Scriptures only. 
 

• A few key passages of Scripture upon which the RPW was derived are: 
 

a. Cain and Abel:  (Gen 4:3-8, Heb 11:4)  In verse 4, we And the Lord had regard for Abel and 
his offering, but for Cain and his offering he had no regard.  Gen 4 leaves us with a bit of 
mystery, but the Lord reveals why He accepted Abel’s sacrifice in Heb 11:4.  "By faith Abel 
offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain, through which he was commended as 
righteous, God commending him by accepting his gifts. And through his faith, though he 
died, he still speaks."  Throughout the Scriptures, faith is shown to be a response to prior 
revelation from God.  One example is Rom 10:17, which says, faith comes by hearing, and 
hearing through the Word of Christ.  So, the conclusion is that Abel offered the acceptable 
sacrifice because he had learned what type of sacrifice pleases God.  Adam possible taught 
Abel what he learned about sacrifice from Gen 3:21. 

b. The 2nd Commandment: (Ex 20:4-6, Deut 5:8-10, 32:4-8, Deut 12:32, 4:15-31).  The 2nd 
Commandment deals broadly with the worship of God.  The RPW is rooted in this 
commandment.  The 2nd Commandment forbids us from worshipping God in any way that 
we imagine, such as using idols.  When Israel made the golden calf to worship God, God 
indicts them departing from the way He had commanded them to worship (Ex 32:8).  God 
Himself links the 2 Commandment to the RPW.  The commandment forbids us from being 
creative in our worship and points us back to the Word alone.  (see also Deut 4:15-31; 12:32)  
Moses summarized the 2nd Commandment in Deut 12:32, Everything that I command you, 
you shall be careful to do.  You shall not add to it or take away from it. 
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c. Nadab and Abihu:  (Lev 8-10:3) This passage is one the clearest passage on the RPW.  The 

previous two chapters record that Aaron and his sons did exactly what the Lord commanded.  
Then, in Lev 10:1-3, Now Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, each took his censer and 
put fire in it and laid incense on it and offered unauthorized fire before the Lord, which he 
had not commanded them. And fire came out from before the Lord and consumed them, and 
they died before the Lord. Then Moses said to Aaron, “This is what the Lord has said, 
‘Among those who are near me I will be sanctified, and before all the people I will be 
glorified.’ ” And Aaron held his peace."  Nadab and Abihu did something that God had not 
commanded, and in response, God expressed His wrath by killing them by consuming them 
with fire.  We don’t see God’s fire ending bad worship today, but the RPW still stands. 
 

d. Jeremiah’s Rebuke:  (Jer 19:5-6)  The worship practices of Isreal were mixed with pagan 
practices, which was something [God] did not command or mention, nor did it enter my 
mind.  We can deduce from this passage that we must seek God’s mind to know how to 
worship Him in an acceptable way; therefore, we are brought back to Scripture and the RPW. 
 

e. Hebrews 12:28-29: (see also Deut 4:24)  The OT passages are only a sample of passages 
that establish the RPW.  There is some discontinuity between OT and NT worship, but we 
must remember that the nature of God has not changed across the testaments.  God is still the 
same.  In Heb 12:28-29, this continuity is expressed. "Therefore let us be grateful for 
receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, and thus let us offer to God acceptable worship, 
with reverence and awe, for our God is a consuming fire."  The last words are a quote from 
Deut 4:24, which is in part of the commentary on the 2nd Commandment.  God has not 
changed, so we must bear reverence and awe when approach Him in worship. 
 

f. Jesus’ Rebuke of the Pharisees:  (Mark 7:5-8)  The Pharisees leave the commandment of 
God and hold to the tradition of men.  In other words, their worship is wrong because they 
hold to their traditions rather than God’s commands.  They abandoned the RPW. 
 

g. Paul’s Teaching Against Human Precepts: (Col 2:22-23)  Paul calls the Colossians to 
reject man-made regulations as will-worship or self-made religion.  We can deduce that Paul 
instructs the Colossians to worship according to the Word of God, according to the RPW. 
 

h. The Great Commission:  The Church has been given the commission of teaching disciples 
to observe all that Jesus has commanded (Matt 28:18-20).  Thus, the Church does not have a 
commission to introduce what Christ has not commanded in worship. 

 
• There are some circumstances of worship that are to be implemented according to the light of 

nature and Christian prudence, according to the general rules of the Word, which are always 
to be observed.  The Bible does not prescribe what time we must meet for worship, but it 
does prescribe the day of corporate worship.  The length of the worship service, sermon, and 
prayer are also left the Session to oversee according to these principles.  The Bible seems to 
leave the frequency of the Lord’s Supper up to the Session’s discretion.  The Scriptures does 
not determine the location of corporate worship, except among the assembly of the saints.  
These are considered the circumstances of worship. 


