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There are few issues in the contemporary and worldwide church that generate more heat 

than the topic of worship.  Confusion and disagreement dominate our environment whenever 

principial questions are raised.  What is worship?  How should it be done?  Who is the audience 

of worship?  Is there a norm to consult for such questions?  The answers Christians give are not 

even consistent across denominational and church family lines.  In this day it may seem 

preposterous, if not arrogant, to suggest that the “worship wars” we find ourselves engaged in 

could be significantly quelled by answering a single foundational question: What kind of 

worship is pleasing to God?  Certainly all Christians will not give the same answer, and many 

will conclude that we cannot know the answer because God has not revealed his preference for 

worship offered to him.  But if God has revealed what kind of worship pleases him, all Christians 

should agree such information must be foundational to all subsequent questions (which must also 

be secondary and derivative by necessity). 

This essay will assume that the reader accepts the statement that God’s revelation defines 

Christian doctrine.  This is just another way of stating the classic Protestant doctrine of sola 

scriptura (scripture alone).  Other sources of authority to which Christians yield when 

formulating Christian doctrine (e.g., tradition, reason, experience) are always subservient to the 

Word of God (inscripturated revelation).  Only the Old and New Testaments are the supreme 

authority in this regard.  So our question is, as with Christian doctrine, does God’s revelation 

define Christian worship?  Christians have historically answered this question in ways that 

basically say either yes or no. 

Position 1: No, God’s Revelation Does Not Define Christian Worship 

Normative Principle of Worship 

Roman Catholics, Episcopalians, Lutherans, Pentecostals, many contemporary non-

confessional evangelicals, and others have advocated what has been called the “normative 
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principle of worship” (NPW), which essentially states that whatever the Bible does not prohibit 

may be used constructively in the service of worshipping God.  Notice that although appeal is 

made to the Bible for worship regulations, only one kind of instruction is provided.  John Frame 

writes, “here Scripture regulates worship in a negative way—by exercising veto power.”
1
  

Advocates of the NPW find no positive statements in the Bible that properly function to instruct 

us in Christian worship. 

Emphasis on Discontinuity Between the Old and New Testaments 

Biblical theology and the history of redemption are frequently employed to emphasize 

discontinuity between the old and new covenant revelation.
2
  This interpretive principle 

eliminates much of what the Bible contains regarding instructions in proper worship of God for 

the Christian because that which is rejected is relegated to the old covenant made with Israel, 

which has been superseded by the new covenant made with the Church.  D. A. Carson reasons, 

The transition from worship under the old covenant to worship under the new is characterized 
by the covenantal stipulations and provisions of the two respective covenants.  The way wholly 
loving God works out under the old covenant is in heartfelt obedience to the terms of that 
covenant…The way wholly loving God works out under the new covenant is in heartfelt 
obedience to the terms of that covenant…

3
 

This discontinuity seen between the old and new covenants frequently leads to the 

conclusion that only the 27 books of the New Testament may be employed to inform Christian 

worship.  In fact, it becomes a driving assumption for answering all other questions about 

                                                 
1
 John M. Frame, Worship in Spirit and Truth: A Refreshing Study of the Principles and Practice of Biblical 

Worship (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 1996), 38. 
2
 Sometimes this is not the case.  There are Christian traditions that arrive at something like the NPW which are not 

as sensitive to the implications of the chronological flow of the Bible, namely that latter revelation and instruction 

may serve to either supplement, abolish, or fulfill prior revelation.  They seem to be less scrupulous in implementing 

aspects of old covenant worship into Christian worship practice.  Although they would, in my judgment, still 

emphasize the discontinuities between the testaments, they would fall along the spectrum closer to continuity than 

dispensationalists and others who only use the NT scripture for our instruction in rule and practice.  This theological 

position is, in my judgment, tenuous at best since it tends to choose “smorgasbord-style” principles and examples for 

use in NT worship, and lacks a clearly defined and defensible principle for incorporating any non-forbidden element 

into worship. 
3
 D. A. Carson, ed., Worship by the Book (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 40. 



Does God’s Revelation Define Christian Worship as it Does Christian Doctrine? Brian M. Sandifer 

Reformed Theological Seminary 3 12/7/2007 

worship.  Carson afterward writes, “…if the New Testament documents constitute our guide, our 

worship must…”
4
 and henceforth demonstrates that his entire case for worship is derived from 

the NT alone.  For Carson (and others who accept this presupposition), it cannot be otherwise. 

By limiting which scriptures may inform and regulate Christian worship to the NT, 

proponents of the NPW point out that the NT does not provide explicit commands for what to 

include in Christian worship: “There is no single passage in the New Testament that establishes a 

paradigm for corporate worship.”
5
  Furthermore, although there are many agreed upon elements 

of NT worship,
6
 these elements are not ordered for us into a prescribed liturgy.

7
  Instead they 

occur in the context of occasional documents addressed to the author’s specific concerns in a 

specific congregation.  This, it is sometimes argued, should temper the Church’s tendency to 

derive general truths about worship from specific situations which are different from our own. 

Emphasis on Internal Reflection and Cultural Observation to Discover Right Worship 

Those who employ the NPW tend to place emphasis on their own (and others) internal 

reflection and cultural observation as useful methods to discover true, good, and beautiful 

worship.  This method frequently manifests itself in checklists of principles to consider when 

making decisions regarding worship.  For example, Marva Dawn offers the following 

suggestions for planning worship. 

1. What is appropriate for displaying the character and interventions of God? 
2. Are these lines [worded liturgical elements] appropriately written? 
3. Is this music appropriately written? 
4. Are the music and text appropriately coherent? 
5. What is appropriate for forming the character of the followers of Christ? 
6. What is appropriate for developing a sense of the Church catholic? 
7. What is appropriate for building community in this place? 
8. What is appropriate for the level of the congregation’s ability to participate? 

                                                 
4
 Carson, Worship by the Book, 44. 

5
 Carson, Worship by the Book, 55. 

6
 Carson, Worship by the Book, 48, cites approvingly from Edmund Clowney’s list of elements of corporate worship.  

See Edmund P. Clowney, “Presbyterian Worship,” Worship: Adoration and Action, ed. D. A. Carson, 117. 
7
 Carson, Worship by the Book, 51. 
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9. What is appropriate for including more of the gifts of the people in the worship space and 
time? 

10. What is appropriate for envisioning the reign of God with all its truth, beauty, and 
goodness? 

11. What is appropriate to create a missional community? 
12. What is appropriate for the level of pain in the world? 
13. What is appropriate for this time in the Church year? 
14. What is appropriate for the texts of the day? 
15. What is appropriate for this place in the worship service? 
16. What is appropriate to evoke the recognition that we need more, to create a hunger and 

thirst for worship again next week?
8
 

Each of these questions asks “what is appropriate” for a particular community in a particular 

culture in a particular time by the means of deliberate and thoughtful observation and 

assessment. 

Similarly, adherence to the NPW tends to elevate the felt needs of the worshipper by 

focusing on the method of internal reflection to discover meaningful and relevant worship 

experiences.  R. J. Gore Jr., a Presbyterian who is critical of the Puritan formulation of the 

regulative principle of worship (discussed below), quotes approvingly Robert Webber’s 

description of his quest for meaningful worship. 

For me, Anglicanism preserves in its worship and sacraments the sense of mystery that 
rationalistic Christianity of either the liberal or evangelical sort seems to deny.  I found myself 
longing for an experience of worship that went beyond either emotionalism or intellectualism.  I 
believe I’ve found that for myself in the Anglican tradition.  I also felt a need for visible and 
tangible symbols that I could touch, feel, and experience with my senses.  This need is met in 
the reality of Christ presented to me through the sacraments.  These three needs—mystery, 
worship, and sacrament—are closely related [emphases mine].

9
 

To summarize, those who practice the NPW use the Bible to determine what is definitely 

“off limits” regarding worship, and then resort to something akin to sanctified wisdom to 

determine what forms of worship are permissible. 

Some Areas of Difficulty 

                                                 
8
 Marva J. Dawn, A Royal “Waste” of Time: The Splendor of Worshiping God and Being Church for the World 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 1999), 302-313. 
9
 R. J. Gore Jr., Covenantal Worship: Reconsidering the Puritan Regulative Principle (Phillipsburg: P&R 

Publishing, 2002), 14, quoting Robert Webber, Evangelicals on the Canterbury Trail (Waco: Jarrell, 1985), 15. 
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Obviously there is great freedom in how Christians practice worship according to the NPW.  

But this freedom does not come without consequences.  The NPW, for example, lacks the ability 

to authoritatively deny creative elements of worship that seem clearly sacrilegious but may be 

cleverly argued to appear pious and worthy of consideration.  Edmund Clowney notes that it is 

difficult for the NPW to prohibit a sincere appeal to include sex as an element of corporate 

worship.  Although the question sounds facetious, he quite seriously asks, 

Can this human activity [sex], so absorbing for the whole person, so profound in its emotional 
roots, be made an element in corporate worship?  It is quite feasible to do so; other religions 
have incorporated into worship sacred prostitution or the joint celebration of conjugal union.  
Something of this sort has been done in certain Christian communes; where in the Bible is it 
forbidden?

10
 

Another difficulty inherent in the NPW is the burden created by the need for continual 

internal reflection and cultural observation.  If we are responsible to discover meaningful 

worship relevant to our particular congregation, culture, and time, then more time must be spent 

and more energy exerted to stay meaningful and relevant.  As a result, Christians that become 

familiar and accustomed to certain forms and elements of worship may feel abandoned when 

their corporate worship routine is altered when the culture and time are observed by those 

administering the worship service to shift.  For those who subscribe to the NPW, the perceived 

need for worship to be meaningful and relevant often has the effect of creating 

niche/homogeneous churches (those that appeal to or draw only a certain type of demographic; 

e.g. boomers, busters, whites, blacks, college educated, etc) rather than congregations that reflect 

the full spectrum of people in the community. 

Position 2: Yes, God’s Revelation Does Define Christian Worship 

Regulative Principle of Worship 

                                                 
10

 Edmund P. Clowney, The Church (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1995), 125-126. 
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The regulative principle of worship (RPW), defended by many Reformed and Presbyterian 

Christians, is defined in numerous ways depending on the strictness with which it is interpreted 

and applied.  Perhaps the simplest definition is that the true God may only be worshipped 

according to the instructions which he provides.  The Puritans, at the height of their influence, 

explained their interpretation of the RPW in this manner: “…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.”
11

  One 

contemporary explanation of the RPW is that “the only proper ground for doing anything in 

worship is a command from God in his Word.”
12

  Some interpret the RPW to govern only the 

public, official, formal, and corporate worship of God.  Others reject this limitation of the RPW, 

viewing it as operative for all worship—public and private.
13

 

Emphasis on Continuity Between the Old and New Testaments 

Proponents of the RPW tend to emphasize the continuity between the OT and NT, 

understanding the Church as the one true people of God throughout history.  This effectively 

allows the OT to inform the faith and practice (including the practice of worship) of new 

covenant believers in a way that NPW adherents frequently do not.  If the God of the Bible never 

changes (Heb 13:8; Num 23:19; Ps 15:4; Mal 3:6) then the manner in which he commanded and 

prohibited old covenant Israel to worship him must be instructive in some way for believers who 

                                                 
11

 WCF 21.1 
12

 D. G. Hart and John R. Muether, With Reverence and Awe: Returning to the Basics of Reformed Worship 

(Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2002), 79. 
13

 According to Frame, Worship in Spirit and Truth, 44-45, “…the regulative principle in Scripture is not primarily a 

doctrine about church power and officially sanctioned worship services.  It is a doctrine about worship, about all 

forms of worship.  It governs all worship, whether formal or informal, individual or corporate, public or private, 

family or church, broad or narrow.  Limiting the doctrine to officially sanctioned worship robs it of its biblical 

force.” 
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live on this side of the cross of Christ.  Clowney demonstrates that the Bible seems to teach that 

the church of the NT is the same people of God as OT Israel.  He points to the language of the 

apostle Peter, who uses the same descriptions for the Church as the OT uses for Israel.
14

 

But you are a chosen race [cf. Isa 43:20-21], a royal priesthood, a holy nation [cf. Exod 19:6], a 
people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you 
out of darkness into his marvelous light.  Once you were not a people [cf. Hos 1:9], but now you 
are God's people [cf. Hos 2:1]; once you had not received mercy [cf. Hos 1:6], but now you 
have received mercy [cf. Hos 2:1] (1 Pet 2:9-10, ESV). 

Much as NPW proponents frequently (although not always) presuppose that the only 

documents which may absolutely instruct Christians are those found in the NT, in the same way 

those who defend the RPW presuppose that the entire Bible (both OT and NT) is instructive for 

Christians.  Hughes Oliphant Old cites OT revelation as normative for Christian worship on just 

the second page of his argument, assuming that the new covenant believer will recognize the 

authority of the OT over the Church.  Old begins with the assertion, “The first four of the Ten 

Commandments concern worship”
15

 and then proceeds to draw out guiding worship principles 

from each of the first four commandments which are instructive for Christians today, and then 

concludes, 

Throughout Scripture we find commandments to worship God and commandments regarding 
worship, which are in fact an unfolding and an interpretation of the first four commandments.  
True worship is an act of obedience to the law of God.  Reformed theology with its Augustinian 
sense for the continuity between the Old and New Testaments has taken very seriously what 
the first tablet of the law has to say about worship.

16
 

Emphasis on External Study to Discover Right Worship 

As a result of allowing the OT to give regulations (or at least principles) for NT worship, 

advocates of the RPW are free to build their case using a myriad of passages concerning the 

instructions for worship in the OT.  Although one will find profitable use of the methods of 

                                                 
14

 Clowney, The Church, 29. 
15

 Hughes Oliphant Old, Worship: Reformed According to Scripture (rev. and exp. ed.; Louisville, Ky.: Westminster 

John Knox Press, 2002), 2. 
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internal reflection and cultural observation, the aim is rarely to discover right worship through 

such methods, but rather the aim is usually to aid right worship through such methods with 

sanctified wisdom.  This is not an insignificant difference.  Dawn’s questions for reflecting on 

the appropriateness of particular decisions regarding worship, and Webber’s search for 

fulfillment of his felt needs may never be decision-controlling criteria or agenda items up for 

worship committee discussion if they explicitly contradict the RPW.  Instead, the tendency for 

RPW followers is to search the Word of God for instructions and prohibitions on worship 

practice, as this is unambiguously commanded by the Lord (Deut 12:29-32). 

Terry Johnson argues that the RPW is taught throughout the Bible, and even by Jesus 

himself.  Interpreting John 4:1-42 (especially verses 21-24), Johnson writes, 

Jesus says worship must be “in truth.”  This is at the center of what we mean by the regulative 
principle.  We should understand “truth” in two senses.  First, worship that is “in truth” is 
according to Scripture.  The Samaritans were not different from the rest of humanity.  “You 
worship that which you do not know,” Jesus told the Samaritan woman.  There are almost 
limitless ways in which God might be worshiped.  Jesus is insisting that we get it right.  We must 
worship God according to His self revelation.  If we are to worship in truth, we must submit to 
scriptural revelation [emphasis original].

17
 

Johnson also finds other passages besides John 4:22 that teach the RPW, including 

1. Cain and Abel (Gen 4:3-8) 
2. The Second Commandment (Exod 20:4) 
3. The Golden Calf (Exod 32) 
4. Nadab and Abihu (Lev 10) 
5. Warnings (Deut 4:2; 12:32) 
6. The rejection of Saul’s unwarranted worship (1 Sam 10:5-22) 
7. The rejection of pagan rites (Jer 19:6; 32:35) 
8. Jesus’ rejection of Pharisaic worship (Mark 7:7, cf. Matt 15:9; Isa 29:13) 
9. The rejection of what the old divines called “will worship” (Col 2:22-23)

18
 

                                                                                                                                                             
16

 Old, Worship, 3. 
17

 Terry L. Johnson et al., The Worship of God: Reformed Concepts of Biblical Worship (Ross-shire, Scotland: 

Christian Focus Publications, 2005), 12-13 
18

 Johnson, The Worship of God, 14-15. 
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Some Areas of Difficulty 

The RPW claims to follow one simple guideline—follow the instructions for worship in 

God’s Word.  But to worship is to act, and in the act of applying biblical instructions the RPW 

reveals difficulties.  For example, much of the worship instruction contained in the Bible is 

directed toward the people of Israel under the old covenant.  We are now in a new epoch of 

redemptive history, a time when the Jewish ceremonial law has been fulfilled in Christ.  

Therefore we cannot follow the OT ceremonial prescriptions for worship without interpretation 

and application to our present status in the kingdom of God as believers united to Christ.  So 

again the discussion shifts to the NT where instructions for worship are more general than those 

in the OT.  Some Puritan writers were guilty of not discerning adequately the relevant differences 

between old and new covenant worship practices which exist because of the finished work of 

Christ.  Puritan exegesis occasionally drifted to the extremes of either using OT passages as 

prooftexts for worship in the Church, or (ironically) disparaging OT passages in favor of 

“superseding” NT revelation.
19

 

Another area that has proved difficult for RPW proponents is the problem of agreed upon 

definitions of technical words.  There seems to be continuous debate over what exactly 

constitutes an element of worship or a circumstance (or application) of worship.  For example, 

are musical instruments that accompany congregational singing an element (something 

prescribed by the RPW) or a circumstance/application of worship?  Sincere and thoughtful 

Christians who claim to respect the RPW come to different conclusions. 

Finally, the RPW is constantly accused of transforming worship, which is supposed to be an 

awesome meeting between the Lord and his people that truly frees the soul to bless God, into a 

                                                 
19

 Gore Jr., Covenantal Worship, 98-99, offers examples of each of these extremes. 
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burdensome rule that robs the worshipper of the very freedom it claims to jealously protect.  In 

this hostile environment, RPW apologists spill a lot of ink convincing others that worship guided 

by the RPW is not a lifeless, unnecessarily restrictive, Spirit-quenching exercise in Christian 

duty.  They must carefully explain how a proper understanding of the RPW, contrary to 

appearance, actually frees worshippers to glorify God by binding their consciences only to the 

dictates of Scripture and not to the commandments and traditions of men. 

Conclusion 

It seems clear that the OT is necessary for establishing the RPW.  Although there are 

passages in the NT that purport to answer the question—what kind of worship is pleasing to 

God?—it is in the OT, especially the covenantally-structured books of the Pentateuch, where 

detailed instructions for corporate worship are found.  Therefore the issue of continuity or 

discontinuity between the OT and NT appears to be critically important (although not 

determinative) for answering the question of whether or not God’s revelation defines Christian 

worship.  Historic covenant theology, as developed in the Reformed tradition of the Protestant 

movement, makes a compelling case that continuity is the overall emphasis between the 

testaments.  Since I am convinced by the biblical exegesis that covenant theology offers 

regarding the systematic unity and yet organic progression of Scriptural revelation, I find the 

NPW lacking the positive regulative element that the OT clearly delineates in passages such as 

Deut 12:29-32.  If such passages are binding, at least in principle for the Christian today, then 

only the RPW goes far enough to ensure our worship of the Lord is pleasing to him. 
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