	
How Shall We Then Worship?*
by Dr. John F. MacArthur, Jr.
Almighty God, Ruler of all, we desire hearts of worship. You are worthy and we are often reluctant. Help us know You so well that we long for Your presence. Individually and corporately may we adore You fully. In Christ's name. Amen.
Comedian Flip Wilson used to have a character in his repertoire named Reverend Leroy, pastor of The Church of What's Happenin' Now. In the early 1970s Reverend Leroy and his church were an outrageous parody. But, truthfully, the evangelical community these days is swarming with Reverend Leroys and churches that might aptly be named The Church of What's Happenin' Now. 

There is almost no limit to how far some churches will go to be "relevant" and "contemporary" in their worship services. And nothing, it seems, is too profane or too outrageous to be fused with "worship." 

The Los Angeles Times Magazine recently reported on one Lutheran church in Southern California that distributes flyers advertising their church service as "God's Country Goodtime Hour." The flyers boldly promise "line dancing following worship." According to the magazine article, "the pastor is dancing, too, decked out in Wrangler boots and Levis." The pastor credits the campaign with revitalizing his church. The article describes Sunday morning at the church: 

Members listen to sermons whose topics include the pastor's '70 Ford pickup, and Christian sex (rated R for "relevance, respect, and relationship," says [the pastor], "and more fun than it sounds"). After the service, they dance to a band called what else? the Honkytonk Angels. Attendance has been steadily rising. (1)
You might think such a scene is merely an aberration from an obscure or offbeat church. Sadly, that is not the case. Current church-growth theory has opened the door wide for such antics. It sometimes seems as if P. T. Barnum is the main role model for many practitioners of church growth these days. In fact, the following ad for a Sunday evening service appeared in the bulletin of one of the largest and best- known churches in the heart of America's "Bible belt": 

Circus 

See Barnum and Bailey bested as the magic of the big top circus comes to The Fellowship of Excitement! Clowns! Acrobats! Animals! Popcorn! What a great night! 

This same church once had their pastoral staff put on a wrestling match during a Sunday service, even going so far as to have a professional wrestler train the pastors to throw one another around the ring, pull hair, and kick shins without actually hurting one another. (2) 

Again, these are not really extraordinary incidents. Scores of churches are following similar methods, employing every means available to spice up their services. 

Clearly, Sunday worship is undergoing a revolution that has no parallel in all of church history. 

BY WHAT STANDARD DO WE MEASURE WORSHIP? 

How do we determine what is acceptable in worship? The Reformers answered that question by applying sola Scriptura to worship in a tenet they called "the regulative principle". John Calvin was one of the first to articulate it succinctly:

We may not adopt any device [in our worship] which seems fit to ourselves, but look to the injunctions of him who alone is entitled to prescribe. Therefore, if we would have Him approve our worship, this rule, which he everywhere enforces with the utmost strictness, must be carefully observed. . . "God disapproves of all modes of worship not expressly sanctioned by his word." (3) 

The spirit of what Scripture teaches regarding worship is full of this truth: "You shall not add to the word which I am commanding you, nor take away from it, that you may keep the commandments of the Lord your God which I command you" (Deuteronomy 4:2). 

An English contemporary of Calvin, John Hooper, stated the same principle this way: "Nothing should be used in the church which has not either the express Word of God to support it, or otherwise is a thing indifferent in itself, which brings no profit when done or used, but no harm when not done or omitted." (4) 

Nineteenth-century Scottish church historian William Cunningham defined the regulative principle in these terms: "It is unwarrantable and unlawful to introduce into the government and worship of the church anything which has not the positive sanction of Scripture." (5) 

The Reformers and Puritans applied the regulative principle against formal ritual, priestly vestments, church hierarchy, and other remnants of medieval Roman Catholic worship. The regulative principle was often cited, for example, by English Reformers who opposed elements of high-church Anglicanism that had been borrowed from Catholic tradition. It was the Puritans' commitment to the regulative principle that caused hundreds of Puritan pastors to be ejected by decree from Church of England pulpits in 1662. (6) 

Furthermore, the simplicity of worship forms in the evangelical tradition is the result of applying the regulative principle. 

Evangelicals today would do well to recover their spiritual ancestors' confidence in sola Scriptura as it applies to worship and church leadership.

APPLYING SOLA SCRIPTURA TO WORSHIP 

Immediately practical questions arise about how sola Scriptura should be used to regulate worship. Some, for example, have tried to apply the principle--wrongly, I believe (cf. Psalm 150)--to rule out musical instruments in the church. William Cunningham noted that critics of the principle often try to debunk it by suggesting that if it be applied at all, it should be applied stringently, to rule out such things as hymnbooks and instruments. 

Cunningham acknowledged this danger. He pointed out that because the regulative principle is often used against "rites and ceremonies, vestments and organs, crossings, kneelings, bowings," and other trappings of formal worship, "some men seem to think that it partakes of the intrinsic littleness of things." (7) 

They assume that everyone who advocates the regulative principle actually enjoys fighting over small matters. 

Certainly no one should take delight in disputes over minor points. It is undoubtedly true that the regulative principle has occasionally been misused in that way. An obsession with applying any principle down to the smallest details can easily become a destructive form of legalism. (8) 

But the principle of sola Scriptura as it applies to worship is nevertheless worth defending fiercely. The principle itself is by no means trivial. After all, failure to adhere to the biblical prescription for worship is the very thing that plunged the church into the darkness and idolatry of the middle ages. 

We must resist the temptation to consume ourselves with the petty issues. That was never the point of the regulative principle--especially for the early Reformers. Actually, the main issues that the principle addresses are quite significant. Consider, for example, these four biblical guidelines for worship that have fallen into a state of tragic neglect. Recovering them would surely bring about a new Reformation in the modern church's worship: 

Preach the Word
In corporate worship, the preaching of the Word should take first place. All the New Testament instructions to pastors center on these words of Paul to Timothy: "Preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and instruction" (2 Timothy 4:2). Elsewhere, Paul summed up his advice to the young pastor, "Until I come, give attention to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation and teaching" (1 Timothy 4:13). Clearly, the ministry of the Word was at the heart of Timothy's pastoral responsibilities.

Edify the flock
Scripture tells us that the purpose of spiritual gifts is for the edification of the whole church (Ephesians 4:12; cf. 1 Corinthians 14:12). Therefore all ministry in the context of the church should somehow be edifying--building up the flock, not just stirring emotions. 

Above all, ministry should be aimed at stimulating genuine worship. To do that it must be edifying. This is implied by the expression "worship . . . in spirit and truth." This implies that worship should engage the intellect as well as the emotions. By all means worship should be passionate, heartfelt, and moving. But the point is not to stir the emotions while turning off the mind. True worship merges heart and mind in a response of pure adoration, based on the truth revealed in the Word. 

Honor the Lord
Hebrews 12:28 says, "Let us show gratitude, by which we may offer to God an acceptable service with reverence and awe." That verse speaks of the attitude in which we should worship. The Greek word for "service" is latreuo, which literally means "worship." The point is that worship ought to be done reverently, in a way that honors God. There is certainly no place in the corporate worship of the church for the kind of frivolous, shallow, giddy atmosphere that often prevails in modern churches that seek to be "relevant." To exchange the worship service for a circus about as far from the spirit of biblical worship "in reverence and awe" as it is possible to get. 

Put no confidence in the flesh
In Philippians 3:3 the apostle Paul characterizes Christian worship this way: "We are the true circumcision, who worship in the Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh" (emphasis added). 

Paul goes on to testify how he came to see that his own pre-Christian Pharisaical legalism was worthless. He describes how he was once obsessed with external, fleshly issues, such as circumcision, lineage, and legal obedience--rather than the more important issue of the state of his heart. Paul's conversion on the Damascus road changed all that. His eyes were opened to the glorious truth of justification by faith. He realized that the only way he could stand before God and be accepted was by being clothed with the righteousness of Christ (Philippians 4:9). He learned that merely complying with religious rites--such as circumcision and ceremony--is of no spiritual value whatsoever. In fact, Paul labeled those things as rubbish, or more literally, as "dung" (v. 8). 

The world is filled with false and superficial religion. We who love Christ and believe His word is true dare not accommodate our worship to the styles and preferences of an unbelieving world. Instead, we must make it our business to be worshipers in spirit and in truth. We must be people who worship in the Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh. And to do that, we must allow Scripture alone--sola scriptura--to regulate our worship. 



*Excerpted from John Armstrong, editor, The Coming Crisis in Evangelicalism (Chicago: Moody, 1996). Used by permission from the author.
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