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A help for those interested in worshipping with us 

introduction for new members

Calgary Free-Reformed Church 

Calgary, Alberta 

(Written by Pastor Eric Moerdyk, minister of the Monarch FRC) 

Presuppositions: 

· God has His people in many denominations, therefore we must be humble and not bash others (1 Cor 3:3-11, III John 9-11)

· God calls us to discernment, therefore we must evaluate and weigh differences and be unashamed to reject error also in His church (Acts 20:28-31, Phil 1:9-11, 1 Thess 5:21-22)

· God calls us to evaluate everything by scripture not by our comfort zone or upbringing (Matt 15:1-9, Acts 17:10-12)

What is FRC Course

Session 1 – the doctrine of the covenants

It goes without saying that the doctrine of the covenant of grace is foundational for all reformed churches.  This is so much so the case that Baptist churches call us ‘covenantal’ in our approach to scripture, raising our children, as well as in how we partake of the sacraments.  However, there is a difference between how this doctrine of the covenant operates in various reformed churches.  These differences are the subject of this session.  Such differences are not purely theoretical arguments between theologians.  The position you take has far-reaching practical consequences, which is why it is being covered in this session.  

What do we mean by the word covenant?  Basically this: an agreement between God and His people that has as its goal a relationship of commitment, love, and mutual enjoyment of each other. When you think of the word covenant, think of a marriage.  God himself often refers to his covenant this way (Ezekiel 16, Eph 5).  Scripture makes it clear what a marriage ought to be – a loving relationships in which each spouse lays down their life in caring for, providing for, and cherishing the other.  However marriage is not always what it ought to be, also not the spiritual marriage between God and His covenant people.   

Covenant positions tend to operate along a spectrum.  This means that it is hard to pigeon-hole a particular denomination along the spectrum.  In reality, pastors and people within each denomination and even within each local congregation are found in differing places along this spectrum.  The purpose of the following chart is to give a general overview of the various covenant views, with some background information on how these views developed.  

The covenant spectrum


     Hyper-covenantal


FRC


        Hyper-calvinistic


The mixture in the chart represents how much you emphasize these elements in thinking about the covenant.  All reformed preaching calls for the conversion of those who are members.  Conversion involves repentance and faith.  The key question is, what is meant by this.  

Scripture speaks of conversion in two different senses.  The first necessity is what we can call initial conversion.  This is the work of the Holy Spirit by which He changes the heart of the listening sinner from being hostile to God and rebellious towards His law, to being tender hearted, humble, submissive, and eager to please God.  The Spirit of God makes you want to run towards God instead of away from Him.  Note Deuteronomy 5:29, 10:15-15, Jeremiah 31:31-34, Ezekiel 36:25-27, John 3:1-8.  Our confessions speak of this too.  Note Lord’s Day 3 (question 8), as well as Head III/IV of the Canons of Dort, articles 11-12.  

The second kind of conversion scripture speaks of is daily conversion.  Though the child of God has a new nature, he also has the remnants of his old nature, leading to daily sin.  This makes daily repentance necessary.  The whole third section of the catechism (Lord’s Days 32-52) deal with this.  Note especially Lord’s Day 33. Head V of the Canons deals with this.  Note the following scriptures: Deuteronomy 10:12-15, Ephesians 4-6, Colossians 3-4.  

Three main views more fully described:

There are some reformed churches who have an idealistic view of the covenant of grace.  This results primarily in a stress on daily conversion, and tends to assume that initial conversion has already happened in most if not all who are in church.  The stress is on thankful living.  How one becomes a Christian is largely ignored – the assumption is that I need to learn how to live as a Christian.  The emphasis on the preaching is on joyful thankful living.  Some are even unwilling to call for initial conversion at all, and argue that it must be assumed.  Others admit initial conversion is necessary, but this does not seem to influence their preaching and teaching much.  

Other churches have a pessimistic view of the covenant of grace. The stress is usually on initial conversion, and much less on daily conversion.  The preaching is constantly asking the question, am I a child of God or not, and hardly speaks of how to live as a Christian.  The emphasis in preaching is heavily focused on sin and misery, and on grieving over this.  The assumption is that few are truly children of God.  

As FRC churches, we prize what we call a realistic view of the covenant.  This means recognizing that both initial and daily conversion need to be called for.  Preaching needs to speak of both how I become a Christian, and how to live as a Christian.  The stress needs to be laid on experiencing sin, deliverance, and gratitude in balance with each other.  How this works out depends on two variables: the main one is the text being preached that service.  However, the pastor’s perception of where his congregation is at also necessarily plays a role.  Such preaching also must be discriminating, meaning the hypocrite must be unmasked, and the doubting believer assured.  There is a danger of deceiving yourself in terms of wrongly concluding God is working in you, as well as wrongly concluding that He is not.  

Where the rubber meets the road – practical implications of covenant theology

The key way of testing covenant view is not so much the theory, but the practice.  We will look at 3 key ways in which covenant theology shapes daily thinking.  How this shapes preaching is so important, that it deserves a separate session on its own.  

1. Assurance of faith 

Assurance deals with how I can know whether I am a true believer or not.  An idealistic covenant view says – don’t even ask the question.  You are a covenant child.  A pessimistic covenant view says – ask the question almost every day.  You are probably not a true believer, and the danger of deceiving yourself is great.  Again, how one thinks about this is usually found along a spectrum.  Both of these elements are important.  

The important thing is, what does scripture teach?  There is a great deal in scripture on this subject.  The entire book of I John deals with this subject.  You can check our confessions on this matter: Belgic Confession article 29, Lord’s Day 7, 22-24, 32.  Canons: Head I articles 12-13, 16, Head V articles 9-14. Note also the appendix from the Westminster Confession, chapter 18.  Another excellent source is J.C. Ryle’s book Holiness, which has a chapter on this. 

The four Biblical possibilities regarding assurance:

	God’s view on the matter:

↓
	Those who claim they are true believers 
	Those who claim they are not true believers 

	These people’s perception is right
	Matt 25:34-40, 1 Jo 3:1-3, 14, 4:1-3, 5:2.   

Such can be richly comforted
	All professing unbelievers fall in this category, John 3:36. 

Such need warning and God’s threats, as well as promises.

	These people’s perception is wrong
	Matt 3:7-10, 7:21-23, 25:41-46, I Jo 1:6, 8, 2:3, 9-11. 

Such need their presumption shattered roughly 
	Isa 66:2, Mat 12:18-21, Luke 7:36-50.  

Such need encouragement 


2. Baptism 

This again is a very practical subject that is related to the previous one in some ways.  It has to do with how you raise your children, and what you tell them about who they are before God.  This is a matter of vital importance.  It impacts how you teach your children, how you pray with them and for them, even at the dinner table.  A balanced view will guard against both presumption and despair.  

Hyper-covenantal

1. God establishes his covenant of grace with the elect in Christ.  Christ is the head of the covenant.  

2. As a rule, the elect are regenerated by the Holy Spirit as infants.  It must be assumed of all.  They are addressed as children of God.  

3.  Baptism not only seals the objective promise of the covenant of grace, but seals the inward grace referred to in the promise.  

Free Reformed

1. God establishes his covenant of grace with believers and their children in history (Gen 17:7-8). Christ is mediator.

2. The promises of the covenant are only fulfilled in the way of repentance and faith.  This is to be urged upon all covenant children as the condition to fulfillment.  There is tension in the preaching – covenant children are both children of wrath and children of the covenant.  

3. Baptism is a pleading ground that I can take to God in prayer to be made truly alive by the grace of God.  I can plead and believe the promises God has made to me personally.  

Hyper-calvinistic

1. God establishes his covenant of grace with the elect in Christ.  Christ is the head of the covenant.  

2.  Children of the covenant are to be assumed unregenerate until they show otherwise. They are addressed as children of wrath.  They are only externally under the covenant, not in it.

3.. Baptism is a pleading ground that I must take to God asking to be renewed inwardly. I don’t know if the promise is really mine until I can say the Holy Spirit is working in me.

3. The Lord’s Supper 

How you view the covenant of grace also has practical implications for the celebration of the Lord’s Supper.  The key question here is, who should go to the Lord’s Table?  

Here again, there is a spectrum, and the answer reveals how you think about assurance of faith.  Those holding to an idealistic view of the covenant would say, all who have made confession of faith. Of course you should all go!  Under such conditions you should not even ask yourself whether or not you will attend. 

Those holding to a pessimistic covenant view would say, most should not go.  The impression created is – of course you should not just go. You do not really consider whether you should attend.  Only a few really know they are children of God.  

A realistic view would say, all true believers should ordinarily partake of the Lord’s Supper, but carefully, in the way of proper self examination.  You must ask yourself the question, may I attend?  You must balance the invitation with the warnings.  After all, it is also possible for a true believer to eat and drink judgment to himself.  Note 1 Corinthians 11:27-32.  

Practical reflection of this: our covenant view dictates how we celebrate the Lord’s Supper. A preparatory sermon must be preached which not only contains an invitation, but which also describes from Scripture who the true children of God are.  This initiates a week of self examination.  The sermon before celebration focuses in on some aspect of Christ’s cross.  The post communion sermons should be a call to holy living.  We celebrate together at a table up front, because this has important symbolism. For one thing, those who are under discipline of some form are more easily kept from attending.  For another thing, it reflects that faith in Christ is a conscious act on the part of the believer, and that things are not always such in the life of a believer that he can attend.  Going up to the table is also a renewed confession of faith.  

4. Prayer 

Here again, what you think of the covenant will have its influence in your practice in several different ways. 

The idealistic covenant view tends to produce prayer without much sense of need.  Prayer primarily becomes praise and thanksgiving for blessings already received, and in full confidence of blessings that will be received.  Sin does not seem to produce deep grief of heart reflected in prayer, nor a sense of need for help.  The pessimistic covenant view produces prayer in which the sense of need is so strong, that there is hardly any room for praise or thanksgiving.  The subject of prayer is almost always what is lacking, to the point of eclipsing what God has given.  

In both cases, the one praying is really passive about his need. Perhaps this somewhat exaggerated example can make clear the difference.  You do not find hyper-covenantalists or hyper-calvinists at the dinner table.  The hyper-covenantalist would thank God for giving him food, but get up without eating it.  The hyper-calvinist would ask God to give him food, without lifting his fork to bring the food God has put in front of him in his mouth.  

The realistic covenant view should produce prayer much like the Psalms.  Both a sense of need, as well as thanksgiving and praise are found in such prayers.  On the one hand there should be a strong sense of need, as well as of sin and unworthiness, and on the other hand of a childlike confidence in God’s mercy and grace.  This sense of unworthiness flows not so much from doubt of God’s mercy, as of hatred for the vileness of sin, and longing for greater holiness.  The sense of need drives the believer to God, and a sense of grace makes him eager to draw near to God.  Psalm 81.  

Another way in which covenant view practically impacts prayer is on when and how to use the precious name ‘Father’ in prayer. The idealistic covenant view assumes that all can call God Father in the same way in the church, without further distinctions or clarifications.  The pessimistic view assumes that none may call God Father except those in strong assurance of faith. However due to the standard set for this assurance, it rarely happens.  The realistic covenant view recognizes that God’s promises to covenant children include a sense in which He is already their father.  Yet the full enjoyment of this, as well as assurance of it is to be sought in believing seeking of God, rather than in passive assumption (John 1:12-13, 8:31-47).  It was common in an era before modern restrictions in law to speak of covenant children as in a foster child relationship to God until full adoption takes place (reflected in personal faith).  

Another way in which covenant view impacts prayer is on how you pray for your children and grandchildren as they grow up. The idealistic covenant view tends towards prayer that assumes the salvation of the children.  You rarely if ever hear parents asking that their children be converted, or born again.  It would even be considered unbelief to do so. Even if the fruits of grace are missing, this seems to escape the notice of the one praying. The pessimistic covenant view tends to make this the only or chief request of God.  The request is always the same, and God’s actual answers are not quickly acknowledged.  This is to dishonor His work.  The impression created by such prayers is that there is not much hope of it happening.

The realistic covenant view should produce prayer for your children to be born again, as well as recognizing God’s hand at work, and asking for further growth in grace.  Thanksgiving is also certainly appropriate when the fruits of grace are being seen in the lives of your loved ones.  

Westminster Confession of Faith chapter 18:

1 Although hypocrites and other unregenerate men may vainly deceive themselves with false hopes and carnal presumptions of being in the favour of God, and estate of salvation;(1) which hope of theirs shall perish;(2) yet such as truly believe in the Lord Jesus, and love Him in sincerity, endeavouring to walk in all good conscience before Him, may, in this life, be certainly assured that they are in the state of grace,(3) and may rejoice in the hope of the glory of God; which hope shall never make them ashamed.(4) 

(1) Job 8:13,14; Micah 3:11; Deut. 29:19; John 8:41. 

(2) Matt. 7:22,23. 

(3) 1 John 2:3; 1 John 3:14,18,19,21,24; 1 John 5:13. 

(4) Rom. 5:2,5. 

2 This certainty is not a bare conjectural and probable persuasion, grounded upon a fallible hope;(1) but an infallible assurance of faith, founded upon the divine truth of the promises of salvation,(2) the inward evidence of those graces unto which these promises are made,(3) the testimony of the Spirit of adoption witnessing with our spirits that we are the children of God:(4) which Spirit is the earnest of our inheritance, whereby we are sealed to the day of redemption.(5) 

(1) Heb. 6:11,19; 

(2) Heb. 6:17,18. 

(3) 2 Pet. 1:4,5,10,11; 1 John 2:3; 1 John 3:14; 2 Cor. 1:12. 

(4) Rom. 8:15,16. 

(5) Eph. 1:13,14; Eph. 4:30; 2 Cor. 1:21,22.

3 This infallible assurance doth not so belong to the essence of faith, but that a true believer may wait long, and conflict with many difficulties, before he be partaker of it:(1) yet, being enabled by the Spirit to know the things which are freely given him of God, he may, without extraordinary revelation, in the right use of ordinary means, attain thereunto.(2) And therefore it is the duty of everyone to give all diligence to make his calling and election sure;(3) that thereby his heart may be enlarged in peace and joy in the Holy Ghost, in love and thankfulness to God, and in strength and cheerfulness in the duties of obedience,(4) the proper fruits of this assurance: so far is it from inclining men to looseness.(5) 

(1) 1 John 5:13; Isa. 1:10; Mark 9:24; Ps. 88; Ps. 77:1-12. 

(2) 1 Cor. 2:12; 1 John 4:13; Heb. 7:11,12; Eph. 3:17,18,19. 

(3) 2 Pet. 1:10. 

(4) Rom. 5:1,2,5; Rom. 14:17; Rom. 15:13; Eph. 1:3,4; Ps. 4:6,7; Ps. 119:32. 

(5) 1 John 2:1,2; Rom. 6:1; Tit. 2:11,12,14; 2 Cor. 7:1; Rom. 8:1,12; 1 John 3:2,3; Ps. 130:4; 1 John 1:6,7. 

4 True believers may have the assurance of their salvation divers ways shaken, diminished, and intermitted; as, by negligence in preserving of it; by falling into some special sin, which woundeth the conscience and grieveth the Spirit; by some sudden or vehement temptation; by God's withdrawing the light of His countenance, and suffering even such as fear Him to walk in darkness, and to have no light:(1) yet are they never utterly destitute of that seed of God, and life of faith, that love of Christ and the brethren, that sincerity of heart and conscience of duty, out of which, by the operation of the Spirit, this assurance may, in due time, be revived;(2) and by the which, in the mean time, they are supported from utter despair.(3) 

(1) Cant. 5:2,3,6; Ps. 51:8,12,14; Eph. 4:30,31; Ps. 77:1-10; Matt. 26:69-72; Ps. 31:22; Ps. 88; Isa. 1:10. 

(2) 1 John 3:9; Luke 22:32; Job 13:15; Ps. 73:15; Ps. 51:8,12; Isa. 1:10. 

(3) Micah 7:7,8,9; Jer. 32:40; Isa. 54:7-10; Ps. 22:1; Ps. 88.

What is FRC course 

Session 2 – experiential preaching 

You may have already discovered that the term ‘experiential preaching’ has become a buzz word of sorts among FRC people.  If you were to ask our pastors or most of our office bearers what distinguishes us from other confessionally faithful reformed churches, we would reply ‘experiential preaching.’  However this is not just a way of speaking about what comes from the pulpit.  We often speak also of ‘experiential Christianity,’ meaning that the life of every living member of Christ’s church is to have an ‘experiential’ quality.  

This term should be carefully guarded against misunderstanding.  We are not saying that the preacher should preach experience as such, or that the believer should pursue experience as such. This would be much too subjective, and would distract from the scriptures rather than flowing from the scriptures.  Rather, we are saying that the preacher should preach God in such a way from His word, that experience flows from being confronted with who He is.  We are saying that believers should pursue glorifying and enjoying God, and in this way will experience Him in a saving way.  One of the biblical ways of describing this is ‘knowing’ the Lord.  This knowledge of course includes facts about God, but it is the knowledge not only of the scholar but also of the lover.  It is no accident that scripture speaks both of knowing Christ and knowing your spouse, with the same language (Gen 4:1, Jer 31:34).  This is a heritage that we must hold onto tenaciously, and that is why we want to explain it to you so that you grasp what we stand for.  

This does not mean that we think we have a monopoly on this approach to preaching, or this approach to the Christian life.  Most importantly, it is scriptural.  For excellent examples of this, study the prayers with which the apostle Paul introduces most of his epistles.  For two examples, notice Ephesians 1:15-23, and 3:14-21.  The book of Psalms also is full of experiential thinking – it is a full record of how the people of God have grappled with life in a fallen sinful world, with life before the face of God, in all its rich varieties, its joys and sorrows, its trials and triumphs.  Further, many in church history have shared this burden.  Many of the best representatives of the reformed and Puritan tradition have used this language too.  

For example, the booklet ‘The practical implications of Calvinism’ by Al Martin (a reformed Baptist pastor) is proof in point. The first chapter of the book ‘Preaching with Spiritual Vigour’ by Murray Capill, a professor of theology in Australia, is another proof of the fact that this is not just FRC language.  Most of the Puritans would also fall into this category, as would representatives of the ‘nadere reformatie’ (the further reformation) in the Netherlands during the 1600s.  

Having said all this, what is experiential preaching?  We can speak of several important aspects.  In the first place, it must flow from scripture. It is not a sort of sauce that is poured over the sermon or over a text, but it must flow from the text.  John Calvin described an experiential knowledge of God like this: the discovery in the various experiences of life that God is precisely who He has revealed Himself to be in His word.  This must be stressed, because some preaching that has called itself ‘experiential’ has drifted from this foundational principle into experientialism drifting from the text of scripture. 

Second, experiential preaching is Trinitarian preaching.  That means that the work of each of the three persons of the Trinity needs to be developed from the text.  The work of the Father who becomes God ‘for us’ (Rom 8:31), the work of the Son who is God with us (Mat 1:23) and the work of the Spirit who is God in us (Col 1:27, Eph 3:14-21).  Of course Christ must be central in such preaching.  One Puritan put it like this: preaching concerns the public glory of Jesus Christ.  Another wrote: preaching is the manifestation of the incarnate word (Christ) from the written word (Scripture) through the spoken word (preaching).  A preacher who is not full of Christ can not be an experiential preacher.  A sermon which does not make Christ the climax of the sermon is also not an experiential sermon.  

It would be fair to say that those in the experiential tradition of reformed theology pay more attention to the work of the Holy Spirit than others, at least, when it comes to His work in salvation.  In particular, such preaching deals more fully with the work of the Holy Spirit in taking the salvation that has been fully accomplished by Christ, and making it the personal possession of the individual believer.  The question is this – how do I become a partaker of salvation?  How is Christ’s work applied to me personally?  How are Christ’s riches transferred to me?  The necessity of the new birth for every covenant child certainly fits in with this (Jn 3, Eph 2, and many other places).  

There is another way in which the Holy Spirit is particularly involved in experiential preaching.  This is an element that no preacher has in his control, since it concerns the sovereignty of God.  Experiential preaching takes place in the demonstration of the Spirit and of power (1 Cor 2:3-5, Eph 6:19-20), so that it becomes plain to those who hear that they are hearing more than a man’s thoughts on scripture, but that God Himself is present, so that His word is living and sharp, and cuts to the heart.  There are times when our worship has little of the heavenly about it – during such times we must humble ourselves and seek again fresh power from on high. This is not something we can take for granted, which is why the apostle Paul so often asked for prayer.  

This leads to the third element in our definition of experiential preaching.  It must be searching preaching.  That means, it must expose the thoughts and intents of the heart, and unmask the various deceptions by which sin blinds us to God’s truth (1 Cor 14:24-25).  It must convict of sin, and drive home the sinfulness of sin.  The law of God needs to be searchingly preached to probe into the dark corners of our hearts, and drag our sins out into the light of truth. 

Experiential preaching must also be discriminating preaching.  This means that application in the preaching is not a ‘one size fits all’ affair.  There are various kinds of people present.  Some are little ones in grace who need encouragement.  Others are deceiving themselves about being true Christians, and need to be exposed.  Some are indifferent and hardened, and need their hearts plowed by truth.  Still others need to be fed, so that they might grow in grace and in the knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ.  God says many things in His word, but He speaks to different kinds of people.  There is if you will an ‘address’ on various texts.  You would return to the post office mail with someone else’s name on it.  Experiential preaching is concerned with making sure that the text is delivered into the right mailbox if you will, to those to whom God has addressed it.   

Another way to describe the discriminating element in experiential preaching is that there must be a balance between the free offer of the gospel and the marks of grace.  The free offer of the gospel is the proclamation to whoever hears that they are commanded, urged, and invited to believe in the Lord Jesus Christ in order to be saved.  The marks of grace describe how you can recognize if the Holy Spirit is at work in your heart in a saving way, and ask you to examine yourself whether these marks are present in your heart and life (Mat 5:1-12, Rom 8:6-9).  Those who are exposed as being without Christ’s work in them through His Spirit must be made aware that they are excluded from the kingdom of God, until they become new creatures in Christ (LD 31).  Yet also such people are to be invited to come to Christ.  If they can not come with a convicted contrite believing heart, then they must be pressed and invited to come to Christ for these things.  

At risk of over generalizing, the following spectrum captures the biblical balance in view:


hyper-covenantal
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hyper-calvinistic

free offer/promises














marks of grace 


Christ for us






Christ in us 

Discussion Question: Another way of speaking of experiential preaching is to say that your name is called in the preaching, that you discover that God is meeting you where you are at.  Do you discover this in the preaching, and would you be willing to share a little of this with us?  

What is FRC Course

session 3 – reformed worship 

Worship wars – these two familiar words capture a painful reality in many churches today.  How often worship has been a point of contention, arguing, and even of parting company.  Don’t most discussions about worship include words like these: I think we should…, I am used to…, why don’t we….  Why is something that God created to be so natural, necessary, and blessed, so utterly controversial and sometimes painful?  The question could be asked about any part of life in this fallen creation really.  

So how do we get beyond the worship wars?  How do we determine what public worship will look like?  Should we take a survey of the congregation and go with majority opinion? How often should we hold such a survey?  Should we take a survey of the neighborhood and start with what potential members want most?  

There is a more biblical way: a return to the reformation, which was itself simply a return to biblical worship.  If you ask most people today what the Protestant Reformation was about, they will reply – it was about justification by faith alone!  This would be Luther’s answer. The fuller answer is that it was about repenting of idolatry and learning to worship God rightly.  Here there is a fundamental difference between the Lutheran perspective and the Calvinist perspective. Luther argued that as long as a practice in worship was not explicitly forbidden in scripture, it is permissible for the church to engage in. This is why a number of Roman Catholic practices were continued in Lutheran churches. Calvin argued that unless it is explicitly commanded in scripture, it is forbidden – worse, it is idolatrous and not acceptable worship to God.  

Here we need to understand the two different kinds of idolatry. First of all, there is the idolatry of worshipping the wrong God. This is what the first commandment in the 10 commandments is all about. Second, there is worshipping the right God the wrong way. This is what the second commandment teaches us.  Worshipping the right God the wrong way is just as bad in His eyes as worshipping Baal.  It would be good to pause here and read carefully Lord’s Day 35 in the Heidelberg Catechism, and notice the strong Calvinistic perspective here.

The most important question you can ask about worship therefore is not what I want, but what God wants. To use an example, in some families the person whose birthday it is gets to choose what’s on the menu.  It is after all your day.  In worship, God gets to choose what is on the menu. Worship is not first of all about my preferences being met, or about my feeling at home with what is going on.  It is about God getting the glory due to His name. It is about God receiving from His creatures the honor He deserves as God.  Don’t the Psalms so often speak of giving God the glory due His name?

This seems to be one of the hardest lessons we can learn. Calvin once wrote: “I know how difficult it is to persuade the world that God disapproves of all modes of worship not expressly sanctioned by His Word. The opposite persuasion which cleaves [clings] to them, being seated, as it were, in their very bones and  marrow, is, that whatever they do has in itself a sufficient sanction,  provided it exhibits some kind of zeal for the honour of God.”  In other words, we think that good intentions are the key to good worship. As long as your heart is in it, whatever you are doing is considered fine.  As long as you are zealous for God, He is pleased with it.  

Scripture itself clearly mandates this reformed perspective.  In Genesis 4 we already find the first worship war.  Cain and Able quarreled about worship. God accepted Able’s sacrifice, and not Cain’s.  Whether this was due to Cain’s insincere heart, or to what he brought (vegetables vs a lamb), God does not accept it. Cain is very offended and angry with both God and Able about this.  He murders his brother over it.

Do you realize how many chapters of the first five books of the Bible are devoted to proper worship?  Exodus and Leviticus contain large portions of very detailed legislation about worship. God determined every detail and told Moses repeatedly, make sure you do it precisely as I commanded and showed you. Israel was not left to its own imagination, and certainly was not to borrow from the worship practices of the nations around them.  Read for example Exodus 39.  Count how many times in one chapter you find these words ‘as the Lord commanded Moses.’  It sounds like a broken record after a while!  The whole point is that we learn the ABC’s of worship – in worship we offer God exactly what He asks for, plus nothing else.  

For another example, look at Leviticus 10:1.  Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, offer strange or unauthorized fire on the altar. The Lord strikes them dead on the spot.  The point was not that they were going against a specific prohibition. God had nowhere said, do not offer that fire.  But the point is, He had nowhere said, do bring that fire to the altar.  That was reason enough for God to strike them down, to teach Israel and us that there must be no ‘strange fire’ in our worship services. For more examples you can consult 2 Samuel 6 & 1 Chronicles 15:13.  David is upset that the Lord strikes Uzzah dead, until he stops and realizes that the sin was theirs for not transporting the ark God’s way in the first place.  

The NT builds on this biblical perspective in worship. There are differences, since temple and tabernacle have become obsolete because of the finished work of Christ.  The foundational principles of worship are unchanged.  Notice how in Colossians 2:23 the apostle condemns self made religion, or ‘will-worship’ as the KJV translates it. Will worship is worship rising from our will, rather than God’s command.  John 4:19-24 is also a helpful description of the changes and the nature of NT worship.  Worship must now take place in spirit and in truth.  It must take place in Spirit, meaning not just that our hearts need to be in it, but also that the Holy Spirit’s work and ministry are key. It must be in truth, meaning, it must be according to God’s word, and filled with God’s word.  This is why Jesus unhesitatingly condemns the Samaritans for their worship practices with these sweeping words – you do not know what you are doing in worship.  

So what does the NT command us to bring in worship?  Study the following passages and compile a list: 1 Timothy 3:15 (the book is written to aid this young pastor in leading in worship) and 1 Timothy 2:1, 8 (a list of elements in worship and leaders in worship); 1 Timothy 3 (leaders in worship), 1 Tim 4:13 (scripture and worship); 2 Timothy 4:2, Colossians 3:18.  This last passage requires some elaboration.  The translation psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs is unfortunate. The Greek translation that the early church used, called the septuagint, used primarily 3 Greek words to describe the different kinds of Psalms – the three words translated psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs in our Bibles.   Without a clear command from scripture to include more, remembering God only accepts what He commands, can we go beyond His word?  

You can find NT passages that speak of a weekly collection, of church discipline, of the two sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and of meeting on the first day of the week or the Lord’s Day.  You can find NT examples of greetings in the name of the Lord, and of a blessing at the close of a letter.  These and only these are the elements of NT worship.  Any additions have no basis in the word of God.  Dance, drama, superbowl Sunday, WWF meetings, are all bringing strange fire into the worship of the living God.  

Our catechism is very perceptive at this point.  Look at question 98, on page 72 in the back of your Psalter.  But may not images be tolerated in the churches as books to the laity?  This is the argument, isn’t it.  People are so used to a TV culture of images and glitz, that they can’t concentrate anymore.  They can’t just hear – they need to see something.  This is nothing new – it is the same old argument that led the church in the Middle ages, also rightly known as the dark ages, to bring in drama. Listen to what Thomas Aquinas writes – people are more easily moved by what they see than by what they hear.  Can’t we give people all the help that they can get?  Isn’t it for a good cause – to get people in church, and to get them listening and remembering what they hear?  

Listen to the wise and careful answer from our catechism.  “No, for we must not pretend to be wiser than God.”  God wants his people taught not by what they see, but by what they hear.  Because faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God (Rom 10:11).  The whole discussion really boils down to this.  Who knows better than anyone else, what is best for us – also in public worship?  You can be sure that God as our creator know best what we need.  After all, he made us.  He knows.  Who is more interested in our well being that the God who is the Father of his church through Jesus Christ?  Doesn’t a father by definition want the best for his children?  We get beyond most of the worship wars when we pay careful attention to what God commands and trust His wisdom rather than our own.

A few helpful distinctions:

Worship in the broad and narrow sense. The fourth commandment is about when to worship. 6 days a week I worship by working – including the full range of human experience such as construction, mental work, arts, science, music, all we can do.  The seventh day I worship by resting and gathering with other believers to give God the public worship He requires.  One is worship in the broad sense, doing all to the glory of God. One is worship in the narrow sense, which equips us for the lifestyle of worship the rest of the week by putting all in the light of God’s word. What may be God glorifying 6 days of the week becomes idolatry if introduced on the 7th day of the week in worship.  

A second distinction is between the elements, form, and circumstances.  The elements in worship are strictly governed by the regulative principle of worship.  These elements include prayer, bible reading, preaching, giving etc.  The form is the shape that this particular element takes.  For example, how many times do you pray in worship, or how long is the scripture reading.  The form is also governed by the regulative principle.  The circumstances are largely left to sanctified common sense.  Such as, what time do we meet for worship, what is the temperature on the thermostat, where are we going to meet, what kind of amplifier system is used, etc.  

Now the point of all this is not first of all that we look down our noses at those who have not understood this biblical perspective.  First of all, we need to examine our own worship practices.  It is possible for someone to know how to defend the regulative principle of worship carefully, and yet for that very same person to come to worship spiritually unprepared, or without having prayed for a blessing on the ministry of the word. These things too are carefully commanded in scripture!  

The final comment relates to the goal of worship – glorifying and enjoying God.  A right focus on His glory makes for the most edifying worship imaginable. For example, after Israel is so careful to craft every detail according to God’s instructions, we read that God came down in fire and filled the tabernacle with Shekinah glory.  The people shouted and fell on their faces. This is moving worship!  God is present in such worship services! That is what makes worship worship!  

Discussion Questions:

1. What is worship that pleases God?  

2. What are the different forms of idolatry?

3. Why is it one of the hardest lessons to learn spiritually that zeal or sincerity in worship is not the key test of whether it is acceptable to God?  

4. How does the regulative principle of worship provide the answer to almost all ‘worship wars?’  How could the regulative principle bring about a whole new kind of ‘worship wars?’  

5. How important is public worship for your personal spiritual life?

6. What are some Bible passages that call for personal preparation for worship of various kinds?    
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