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WCF 21.5  The reading of Scriptures with godly fear; the sound preaching, and 
conscionable hearing of the Word, in obedience unto God, with understanding, faith, and 
reverence; singing of Psalms with grace in the heart; as also, the due administration and 
worthy receiving of the sacraments instituted by Christ; are all parts of the ordinary 
religious worship of God:  besides religious oaths, vows, solemn fastings, and 
thanksgivings upon special occasions, which are, in their several times and seasons, to be 
used in an holy and religious manner.   
V.  God has given us specific instructions in His Word as to how He wants to be 

worshiped.   
A.  What are the ordinary elements of worship?   

1.  Reading the Scriptures.   
a.  God has appointed that His Word be read in worship.   

(i)  In Old Covenant worship:  “For Moses from ancient generations has in every 
city those who preach him, since he is read in the synagogues every Sabbath” 
(Acts 15:21).   

(ii)  Also in New Covenant worship:  “Blessed is he who reads and those who hear 
the words of the prophecy, and heed the things which are written in it; for the 
time is near” (Rev. 1:3).   

 
b.  Why?   

(i)  It shows us how to glorify and enjoy Him:  “What rule hath God given to direct 
us how we may glorify and enjoy him?  A. The word of God, which is contained 
in the scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, is the only rule to direct us 
how we may glorify and enjoy him” (SC 2).   

(ii)  By showing us what to believe and what to do:  “What do the Scriptures 
principally teach?  A.  The Scriptures principally teach, what man is to believe 
concerning God, and what duty God requires of man” (SC 3).   

(iii)  The Scripture is the voice of God.  We should receive it in the same way we 
would if God came and spoke to us personally.   

 
2.  The sound preaching of the Word.   

a.  Paul exhorted Timothy, “Preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; 
reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and instruction” (2 Tim. 4:2).   

b.  The Lord wants His Word not only read, but proclaimed with the authority of one 
commissioned by Him to impress on our hearts these truths.   

 
3.  The careful and reverent hearing of the Word:  Since this is God’s Word, we must 

listen to it and respond accordingly.   
a.  We must desire to listen to it:  Cornelius quickly sent for Peter when he knew his 

salvation and that of his house depended on it:  “So I sent for you immediately, and 
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you have been kind enough to come.  Now then, we are all here present before God 
to hear all that you have been commanded by the Lord” (Acts 10:33).   

b.  We must try to understand what it says or we may lose it:  “When anyone hears the 
word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches 
away what has been sown in his heart.  This is the one on whom seed was sown 
beside the road” (Matt. 13:19).   

c.  We must listen with a willing and submissive heart:  “But prove yourselves doers 
of the word, and not merely hearers who delude themselves” (James 1:22).   

d.  We must receive what it says in faith:  “For indeed we have had good news 
preached to us, just as they also; but the word they heard did not profit them, 
because it was not united by faith in those who heard” (Heb. 4:2).   

e.  And we must receive it reverently:  “But to this one I will look, to him who is 
humble and contrite of spirit, and who trembles at My word” (Isa. 66:2).   

 
4.  The singing of psalms and hymns.   

a.  We are to worship the Lord in song:   
(i)  “Let the word of Christ richly dwell within you, with all wisdom teaching and 

admonishing one another with psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing 
with thankfulness in your hearts to God” (Col. 3:16).   

(ii)  “Speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and 
making melody with your heart to the Lord” (Eph. 5:19).   

(iii)  “Is anyone among you suffering?  Then he must pray.  Is anyone cheerful?  He 
is to sing praises” (James 5:13).   

 
b.  Why in song?   

(i)  Because God has commanded it.   
(ii)  Probably because of its ability to move the affections.   
 

c.  May we sing hymns as well as psalms?   
(i)  Yes.  There are examples of hymns in the NT.   

(a)  “By common confession, great is the mystery of godliness:  He who was 
revealed in the flesh, was vindicated in the Spirit, Seen by angels, proclaimed 
among the nations, believed on in the world, taken up in glory” (1 Tim. 3:16).   

(b)  Compare Phil. 2:6-11; Col. 1:15-20.   
(c)  All of these are Christ-centered hymns.   
 

(ii)  It doesn’t make sense that the Lord would have us continue to worship under 
the shadows of the Old Covenant when the reality has come.  If we could not 
sing hymns, we would not be able to mention the name of Jesus in our songs.   

 
d.  May we use instruments?   

(i)  When God institutes something, it remains in force until abrogated explicitly or 
implicitly.   

(ii)  God has commanded the use of instruments in worship:  “Praise Him with 
trumpet sound; praise Him with harp and lyre.  Praise Him with timbrel and 
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dancing; praise Him with stringed instruments and pipe.  Praise Him with loud 
cymbals; praise Him with resounding cymbals” (Psalm 150:3-5).   

(iii)  He has not abrogated this principle in NT worship.   
 
5.  The administration and worthy reception of the sacraments.   

a.  Baptism is to be applied to each member of the covenant community:  “Go 
therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the 
Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 28:19).   

b.  The Lord’s Supper is to be celebrated frequently.   
(i)  “They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to 

fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer” (Acts 2:42).   
(ii)  “On the first day of the week, when we were gathered together to break bread, 

Paul began talking to them, intending to leave the next day, and he prolonged 
his message until midnight” (Acts 20:7; cf. 1 Cor. 11:20).   

(iii)  Notice the Westminster divines put the Lord’s Supper in the ordinary elements 
of worship and not the extraordinary, meaning it is to be used frequently.   

 
B.  What are the extraordinary elements of worship?   

1.  Religious oaths:  “A solemn affirmation or declaration, made with a reverent appeal to 
God for the truth of what is affirmed” (Webster, 1913).   
a.  “You shall fear only the LORD your God; and you shall worship Him and swear by 

His name” (Deut. 6:13).   
b.  “Now the rest of the people, the priests, the Levites, the gatekeepers, the singers, 

the temple servants and all those who had separated themselves from the peoples of 
the lands to the law of God, their wives, their sons and their daughters, all those 
who had knowledge and understanding, are joining with their kinsmen, their 
nobles, and are taking on themselves a curse and an oath to walk in God's law, 
which was given through Moses, God's servant, and to keep and to observe all the 
commandments of GOD our Lord, and His ordinances and His statutes” (Neh. 
10:28-29).   

c.  The third commandment has to do with using God’s name when taking oaths and 
making vows.   

 
2.  Vows:  “A solemn promise made to God, or to some deity; an act by which one 

consecrates or devotes himself, absolutely or conditionally, wholly or in part, for a 
longer or shorter time, to some act, service, or condition; a devotion of one’s 
possessions” (Webster, 1913).   
a.  “Thus the LORD will make Himself known to Egypt, and the Egyptians will know 

the LORD in that day.  They will even worship with sacrifice and offering, and will 
make a vow to the LORD and perform it” (Isa. 19:21).   

b.  “When you make a vow to God, do not be late in paying it; for He takes no delight 
in fools.  Pay what you vow!   It is better that you should not vow than that you 
should vow and not pay” (Eccl. 5:4-5).   

 
3.  Solemn fastings:  “Voluntary abstinence from food, for a space of time, as a spiritual 

discipline, or as a token of religious humiliation” (Webster, 1913).   
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a.  Fasting was a part of Old Covenant spirituality:   
(i)  “‘Yet even now,’ declares the LORD, ‘Return to Me with all your heart, and 

with fasting, weeping and mourning’” (Joel 2:12).   
(ii)  “Go, assemble all the Jews who are found in Susa, and fast for me; do not eat 

or drink for three days, night or day.  I and my maidens also will fast in the same 
way.  And thus I will go in to the king, which is not according to the law; and if 
I perish, I perish” (Esther 4:16).   

 
b.  It is also a part of New Covenant spirituality:  “And Jesus said to them, ‘The 

attendants of the bridegroom cannot mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them, 
can they?  But the days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, 
and then they will fast’” (Matt. 9:15).   

 
4.  Thanksgiving days:  days set aside to thank God for some remarkable Providence.   

a.  “Oh give thanks to the LORD, for He is good, for His lovingkindness is 
everlasting” (Psalm 107:1).   

b.  “Then Mordecai recorded these events, and he sent letters to all the Jews who were 
in all the provinces of King Ahasuerus, both near and far, obliging them to 
celebrate the fourteenth day of the month Adar, and the fifteenth day of the same 
month, annually, because on those days the Jews rid themselves of their enemies, 
and it was a month which was turned for them from sorrow into gladness and from 
mourning into a holiday; that they should make them days of feasting and rejoicing 
and sending portions of food to one another and gifts to the poor” (Esther 9:20-22).   

 
5.  The overall tone of worship is reverence in the use of all of these elements.   

a.  “Therefore, since we receive a kingdom which cannot be shaken, let us show 
gratitude, by which we may offer to God an acceptable service with reverence and 
awe; for our God is a consuming fire” (Heb. 12:28-29).   

b.  “Worship the LORD with reverence and rejoice with trembling” (Psalm 2:11).   
c.  “Give unto the LORD the glory due unto his name; worship the LORD in the 

beauty of holiness” (Psalm 29:2; KJV).   
d.  “The rule of the performance of religious exercises; Worship the Lord in the beauty 

of holiness, which denotes, [1.] The object of our worship; the glorious majesty of 
God is called the beauty of holiness, #2 Chron. xx. 21|. In the worship of God we 
must have an eye to his beauty, and adore him, not only as infinitely awful and 
therefore to be feared above all, but as infinitely amiable and therefore to be loved 
and delighted in above all; especially we must have an eye to the beauty of his 
holiness; this the angels fasten upon in their praises, #Rev. iv. 8|. Or, [2.] The place 
of worship. The sanctuary then was the beauty of holiness, #Ps. xlviii. 1, 2; Jer. 
xvii. 12|. The beauty of the sanctuary was the exact agreement of the worship there 
performed with the divine appointment--the pattern in the mount. Now, under the 
gospel, solemn assemblies of Christians (which purity is the beauty of) are the 
places where God is to be worshipped. Or, [3.] The manner of worship. We must be 
holy in all our religious performances, devoted to God, and to his will and glory. 
There is a beauty in holiness, and it is that which puts an acceptable beauty upon all 
the acts of worship” (Henry).   


