
 

“What Is Our Rule of Worship?” 
(Exodus 20:4-6) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Why should we be concerned about worship?  What is it?  Whom are we to worship?  Can 
anyone worship, can anyone draw near to God, or are there certain qualifications which need to be met?  
Does God accept just anything we might decide to do as an act of worship?  If not, what will He accept and 
why?  What condition must our hearts and lives be in before God will receive it?  Is there a particular day 
that is more appropriate or even required by God?  These are the questions we are exploring during the 
month of October in our Conference on Reformed Theology as we examine what we call “Reformed 
Worship.”  Now I hope you understand that we are not interested in Reformed Worship simply because it is 
called “Reformed.”  Rather, we are interested in it because it claims -- against all other forms of worship 
which also make this claim --, to be biblical.  Reformed Churches, at least historically, have believed that 
there are certain rules which God has laid down, which must be observed, before our worship will be 
acceptable to God.  And realizing that worship is something which God requires of all His creatures as an 
intregal part of life, and that God will judge all who refuse to worship Him, the answers to these questions 
should interest us a great deal.   
  Last week we began our Conference on Reformed Worship by looking at the answers to the 
questions of what worship is, whom we are to worship, and why we should worship.  Worship is showing 
respect to the divine Being, to that One who made us and all things, who created us in His image that we 
might know Him.  We are to worship only the true God -- for all the others gods of this world are idols --, 
and we are to come through His Son, Jesus Christ, for Jesus is the only way we can come to God because 
of our sin.  And the reason we are to worship Him is because He is worthy, and because He has the right to 
require whatever He wills of us by virtue of His having made us.  This week, I would like for us to begin to 
consider the subject of how we are to worship Him.  In this regard, there are three questions which we will 
look at:  1)  Does it matter to God how we worship Him, or what kind of religious service we give to Him?  
2)  If it does matter, what are the things He desires for us to do in worship?  And 3)  If it matters what we 
do in worship, does the attitude of our hearts also matter?  The answer to these three questions will take up 
the next three weeks of lectures, while the final lecture will answer the question as to when we should 
worship Him.  Tonight, I want us to focus on the first of the three questions, namely, Does it matter to God 
how we worship Him?  And what I hope to demonstrate to you from the Scripture is that  
 
  God will only accept that worship which is done according to His commandments in Scripture.   
 
I.  Now why is it necessary even to discuss this subject?  Doesn’t every Christian believe that God will 

only accept those things which He commands in worship?   
A.  The answer is no.  Not every branch of the historic Christian church holds this view.   

1.  Since this is a Conference on Reformed Theology, and the Reformation is necessarily set against 
the background of the church of the 16th century, I would point to the Roman Catholic Church 
as a case in point.   
a.  Does the Roman Church believe that only those things commanded in Scripture are accepted 

by God as true worship?  No, they don’t.   
b.  They have a more sophisticated way of arriving at their answer.  They believe that only that 

worship which is instituted by God is allowable, but they do not limit the revelation of His 
will only to the Bible.  They also include tradition, which includes not only the writings of 
the Apostolic Fathers, but also of their Popes, as they spoke ex cathedra, or from the chair of 
Peter, which, when done in matters of faith or morals, is as binding as the Scripture itself.  
Tradition and the Scripture are for them the revelation of God.   

c.  Does this make any difference in the way they worship?  Yes, it does.  If you were to walk 
into one of their churches, you would immediately notice a difference in their worship 
environment.  You would see stained glass windows with pictures of God, Christ, the saints 
and especially the Virgin Mary.  You would see crosses and statues and candles and incense.  
Now does it matter to God what is in the church building?  Yes it does, especially when you 
consider what it is that the people do with these things.  The Virgin and the saints are prayed 



 

to and venerated, the candles lit and incense burned to them for favors and indulgences, and 
the Father and the Son are worshiped through images.   

d.  Now how can they do this, especially in light of our passage this evening which forbids the 
use of images?  The answer is that the Roman church combines the second commandment 
with the first, thus making the second commandment prohibit only the worship of false gods 
through idols, and then divides the tenth into two to keep the number of the commandments 
at ten.   

e.  But are they right?  Does God accept this kind of worship?  And what about their veneration 
and prayers to the saints, and their burning of candles and incense?  Are these the things 
which God delights in?   

 
2.  The Greek orthodox church is a little more subtle when it comes to the use of images.   

a.  They believe that the commandment clearly forbids the use of three dimensional images, 
since they are graven or cast, but it doesn’t forbid the use of two dimensional images.  And 
so they worship God and Christ and venerate the saints through special two dimensional 
images called icons, which are nothing more than elaborately embellished pictures.   

b.  One part of worship in the Greek Orthodox church includes the bowing down to and kissing 
the icons.  A friend of mine, who is a PCA pastor, was once invited by a man who was once 
a mutual friend and who was now a priest in the Orthodox Church, to join him for a worship 
service.  At some point in the service, he invited him to come and venerate the icons and kiss 
them.  However, the PCA pastor was so offended by this affront to God’s glory, that he left 
at once.  Was he right in this conclusion?   

 
3.  My final example is that of the Lutheran Church, which is a view that describes most evangelical 

churches today.   
a.  They don’t hold the Reformed position that something must be commanded before it will be 

accepted by God.  They believe that if God doesn’t forbid it, then it is permissible.   
b.  Because of this, Lutherans also have images in their services.  However, they don’t worship 

them, but use them to strengthen their faith.  Luther believed that seeing images and pictures 
of things which can’t be seen had the effect of shoring up the faith of the weak.  In their 
opinion, the second commandment does not forbid the making of images of God, but only 
the worshiping of them.  But also because of their position on worship, other practices creep 
in as well.   

c.  This is most apparent in the broad evangelical churches today.  You generally won’t find 
images of God, or people worshiping them, but you will find a number of practices in their 
services which are not commanded in Scripture, such as drama, interpretive dance, the 
lighting of candles, choirs and special music.   

d.  Even some Presbyterian churches have departed from this principle.  Morton Smith, the 
founder and former president of Greenville Presbyterian Theological Seminary, writes, 
“Holding this to be the proper principle for guidance in worship, we should exercise great 
care to include only those elements of worship that are clearly taught in Scripture.  Not only 
has Rome departed from the regulative principle, but many modern evangelical Churches, 
including some of Presbyterian and Reformed persuasion have departed from this principle. 
Various and sundry practices, ceremonies and traditions have been added, which are not 
taught in the Bible.  Some of these may seem to be innocent enough in themselves, but when 
one recognizes that they constitute an attempt to worship by man’s devising, then they can 
only be condemned.   

 
B.  Now why do they do this?   

1.  Certainly, the reason are varied.   
a.  If we take them at face value and don’t question their sincerity, then we would assume that 

what the Roman, Orthodox, Lutheran and Evangelical churches do, they do because they 
believe it is right.  As I said, not everyone accepts the principle that it must be commanded 
by God before it will be acceptable to Him.   

b.  Of course there is also the temptation, in just about every denomination, including our own, 



 

to change our convictions and to add certain elements to our worship to make it more 
attractive to people, to make it more entertaining.  The day has all but passed when 
Christians seek to find churches where the Lord is worshiped in holiness and His Word is 
preached.  And if once and a while you find someone who is looking for this, his view of the 
truth has been so distorted by his church background that he doesn’t even know what to look 
for.   

 
2.  But even if they are sincere in their beliefs, this doesn’t mean that God will accept what they do.   

a.  God does not accept anything that we might care to do to worship Him, especially when He 
makes it clear in Scripture precisely how He wants us to worship Him.  To use an earthly 
illustration, if you as a husband want to show your wife that you love her, and she has 
already told you what you can do to communicate that love to her, to try something else 
would be foolish.  You already know what to do to communicate your message.  If you 
experiment you run the risk of misinterpretation.   

b.  If this is true on an earthly level, how much more is it true on a heavenly one.  Jesus says, “If 
you love Me, you will keep My commandments” (John 14:15).  Keeping the commandments 
of Christ demonstrates that you love Him, and this applies not only in worship, but in all of 
life.   

c.  I don’t know where we got the idea that just because we like to do something in worship, that 
God will like it too.  When you do something which is pleasing to yourself, it doesn’t mean 
that it is necessarily pleasing to God.  We seem to have fallen into a kind of subjectivism, or 
perhaps a belief in another form of continuing revelation in our day.  If I get a tingle out of it, 
then God must be pleased.  We tend to judge what makes God happy by the way we feel, 
rather than looking at what we are doing objectively to see if we are truly being obedient.   

d.  But we need to realize that God has not told us what His will is in worship, or anything else 
for that matter, only for us to offer Him something else in its place.  To obey is better than 
any sacrifice which we might care to bring.  Samuel said to King Saul, when he spared king 
Agag and offered the choice animals to God in place of obedience, “Has the LORD as much 
delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as in obeying the voice of the LORD?  Behold, to 
obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed than the fat of rams.  For rebellion is as the sin of 
divination, and insubordination is as iniquity and idolatry.  Because you have rejected the 
word of the LORD, He has also rejected you from being king.” (1 Sam. 15:22-24).   

e.  God’s Word is a complete rule of faith and practice.  It is the standard by which we are to live 
in every area of life.  If we cannot justify any aspect of our life by Scripture, then we cannot 
be sure that we are not involved in sin.  And if God desires to govern our lives by His Word, 
from the food that we eat, even to the very length of our hair, how much more does He desire 
to govern that which is most important to Him:  the worship we offer Him?   

 
II.  Our passage, as well as many others in Scripture, teaches us that God will only accept that 

worship which He commands.   
A.  Notice first of all that the Lord tells us plainly in Exodus 20:4-5 that there is a form of worship He 

will not accept, and that is worship through images.  He says, “You shall not make for yourself an 
idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the water under the 
earth.  You shall not worship them or serve them.”   
1.  Now certainly at the very least this forbids the making and worshiping of an idol, or a false god.  

All branches of the historic Christian church agree to this.  God is a jealous God, and He will not 
give His glory to another.  He says as much in the first commandment, “You shall have no other 
gods before Me” (Ex. 20:3).   

2.  But since the Lord already forbids the worshiping of other gods in the first commandment, 
should we assume that He is merely repeating the same thing in the second?  No, the second 
commandment goes further by saying that even if your intent is to worship the true God, to do so 
through graven images is not acceptable to Him.  The word “idol” in this passage is more 
literally translated “graven image” which is a three dimensional image, as we have seen.   
a.  How would you make an image of God, even if you wanted to?  What does He look like?  No 

one has ever seen Him (John 1:18).  Moses tells us that even when God gave His Ten 



 

Commandments, He could not be seen.  He said, “Then the LORD spoke to you from the 
midst of the fire; you heard the sound of words, but you saw no form-- only a voice.”  God is 
invisible.  He is an infinite Spirit.  How would you make a picture of Him?  The Lord said 
through Isaiah the prophet, “To whom then will you liken God?  Or what likeness will you 
compare with Him” (Isa. 40:18)?  Will you make Him to look like a man?  Then you are 
making God in your image.  Then you are lowering Him to the level of a creature.  Will you 
make Him in the form of some other creature?  Then you are lowering Him even further.   

b.  Nevertheless, we learn in Scripture that there were those who sought to worship the true God 
through graven images.  The results were disastrous.   
(i)  In Exodus 32, shortly after God gave the Ten Commandments, when Moses was on the 

top of the mountain for the forty days and nights receiving God’s ordinances, the people 
made a golden calf and began to worship it.   

(ii)  The interesting thing about this incident is that after Aaron made this calf, he announced, 
“Tomorrow shall be a feast to the Lord” (32:5).  The name “Lord,” or “Yahweh,” is the 
covenantal name of God.  It appears as though they intended to worship the true God in a 
false way.  And what was the result?  The Lord would have destroyed them all, if Moses 
had not interceded.  But even so, three thousand men fell that day (v. 28).   

(iii)  Jeroboam, the king of the northern kingdom of Israel, was afraid that the people would 
be tempted to return to Rehoboam, the son of Solomon, because of the Temple worship at 
Jerusalem.  He said, “‘If this people go up to offer sacrifices in the house of the LORD at 
Jerusalem, then the heart of this people will return to their lord, even to Rehoboam king 
of Judah; and they will kill me and return to Rehoboam king of Judah.’  So the king 
consulted, and made two golden calves, and he said to them, ‘It is too much for you to go 
up to Jerusalem; behold your [God], O Israel, that brought you up from the land of 
Egypt.’  And he set one in Bethel, and the other he put in Dan.  Now this thing became a 
sin, for the people went to worship before the one as far as Dan” (1 Kings 12:27-30).  He 
called the golden calves Elohim, which is another name of the true God.  But this so 
angered God that He sent a prophet to prophesy against that altar and to predict its 
desecration and destruction, as well as the destruction of the priests upon it (13:2).   

(iv)  God will not be worshiped through idols, or graven images!   
 

B.  But there is also strong evidence in Scripture that God takes all other aspects of His worship 
seriously as well, and will not have His commands replaced with the nice ideas of men.   
1.  When Korah, Dathan, Abiram and On, tried to intrude into the priestly office which was set apart 

for Aaron and his sons alone, on the pretense that all of God’s people were holy, we read “The 
ground that was under them split open; and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up, 
and their households, and all the men who belonged to Korah, with their possessions.  So they 
and all that belonged to them went down alive to Sheol; and the earth closed over them, and they 
perished from the midst of the assembly.  And all Israel who were around them fled at their 
outcry, for they said, ‘The earth may swallow us up!’  Fire also came forth from the LORD and 
consumed the two hundred and fifty men who were offering the incense” (Num. 16:31-35).   

2.  There is also the example of Nadab and Abihu, Aaron’s two sons.  In Leviticus 10:1-2, we read, 
“Now Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, took their respective firepans, and after putting fire 
in them, placed incense on it and offered strange fire before the LORD, which He had not 
commanded them.  And fire came out from the presence of the LORD and consumed them, and 
they died before the LORD.”   
a.  Apparently they added something to the worship of God which He had not commanded them 

to do.  It was strange fire, not what He required, and they both paid with their lives.   
b.  We read, “Then Moses said to Aaron, ‘It is what the Lord spoke, saying, “By those who come 

near Me I will be treated as holy, and before all the people I will be honored.”’  So Aaron, 
therefore, kept silent” (Lev. 10:3).  Aaron kept silent for he knew that his sons had sinned, 
and to say anything would only be to accuse the Lord.   

 
3.  And then there is the example of Uzzah.   

a.  Uzzah was the son of Abinadab, at whose house the ark of the Lord was kept for twenty 



 

years.  But now David wanted to move the ark to Jerusalem to put it in a tent that he had 
pitched for it.  And so we read, “And they placed the ark of God on a new cart that they 
might bring it from the house of Abinadab which was on the hill; and Uzzah and Ahio, the 
sons of Abinadab, were leading the new cart.  So they brought it with the ark of God from 
the house of Abinadab, which was on the hill; and Ahio was walking ahead of the ark.  
Meanwhile, David and all the house of Israel were celebrating before the LORD with all 
kinds of instruments made of fir wood, and with lyres, harps, tambourines, castanets and 
cymbals.  But when they came to the threshing floor of Nacon, Uzzah reached out toward the 
ark of God and took hold of it, for the oxen nearly upset it.  And the anger of the LORD 
burned against Uzzah, and God struck him down there for his irreverence; and he died there 
by the ark of God” (2 Sam. 6:3-7).   

b.  Now why did the Lord strike Uzzah down?  It was for his irreverence.  How was he 
irreverent?  It appeared as though he was doing a good thing.  He didn’t want the ark of God 
to fall to the ground.  Well, even though he may have meant well, what he did was against 
God’s commandment, for only the Levites were to carry the ark, and that in a very specific 
way.   

 
4.  Now, would you conclude from these passages that the Lord does or doesn’t take His worship 

seriously?   
a.  It would be foolish to conclude otherwise.  God is holy, and He will be treated as holy.  He 

will not be worshiped by the devises of men, but only according to the commandments of 
His Word.   

b.  And we mustn’t forget that since all of life is ultimately worship, that is, since God calls us to 
worship Him in everything we do, all of life must be lived according to the rule of His Word.  
Listen to this example in Matthew 15.  “Then some Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from 
Jerusalem, saying, ‘Why do Your disciples transgress the tradition of the elders?  For they do 
not wash their hands when they eat bread.’  And He answered and said to them, ‘And why do 
you yourselves transgress the commandment of God for the sake of your tradition?  For God 
said, “Honor your father and mother,” and, “he who speaks evil of father or mother, let him 
be put to death.”  But you say, “Whoever shall say to his father or mother, ‘Anything of mine 
you might have been helped by has been given to God,’ he is not to honor his father or his 
mother.”  And thus you invalidated the word of God for the sake of your tradition.  You 
hypocrites, rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you, saying, “This people honors Me with their 
lips, but their heart is far away from Me.  But in vain do they worship Me, teaching as 
doctrines the precepts of men” (vv. 1-9).   

c.  If we would worship God as He would be worshiped, we must live our whole lives according 
to His rule.  In this sense you could say that the regulative principle applies to all of life.   

 
5.  But lastly, why does God take His worship so seriously?   

a.  In answer to this, I will let one of the greatest of the Reformers speak.  John Calvin wrote in 
his Institutes, “But how important do we think it that the Lord is deprived of His kingdom, 
which He so sternly claims for Himself?  But it is taken away whenever He is worshiped by 
laws of human devising, inasmuch as He wills to be accounted the sole lawgiver of his own 
worship” (4.10.23).   

b.  He also wrote, “Many marvel why the Lord so sharply threatens to astound the people who 
worshiped Him with the commands of men [Isa. 29:13-14] and declares that He is vainly 
worshiped by the precepts of men [Matt. 15:9].  But if they were to weigh what it is to 
depend upon God’s bidding alone in matters of religion (that is, on account of heavenly 
wisdom), they would at the same time see that the Lord has strong reasons to abominate such 
perverse rites, which are performed for Him according to the willfulness of human nature.  
For even though those who obey such laws in the worship of God have some semblance of 
humility in this obedience of theirs, they are nevertheless not at all humble in God’s sight, 
since they prescribe for Him these same laws which they observe.  Now, this is the reason 
why Paul so urgently wants us not to be deceived by the traditions of men [Col. 2:4ff.  ‘I say 
this in order that no one may delude you with persuasive argument.’] or by what he calls . . .  



 

‘will worship,’ devised by men apart from God’s teaching [Col. 2:23 ‘These are matters 
which have, to be sure, the appearance of wisdom in self-made religion and self-abasement 
and severe treatment of the body, but are of no value against fleshly indulgence’ v. 22].  It is 
certainly true that our own and all men’s wisdom must become foolish, that we may allow 
Him alone to be wise.  Those who expect His approval for their paltry observances contrived 
by men’s will, and offer to Him, as if involuntarily, a sham obedience which is paid actually 
to men, do not hold to that path.  So it has been done for some centuries past, and within our 
memory, and is done today also in those places in which the authority of the creature is more 
than that of the Creator [cf. Rom. 1:25].  Their religion (if it still deserves to be called 
religion) is defiled with more, and more senseless, superstitions than ever any paganism was.  
For what could men’s mind produce but all carnal and fatuous things which truly resemble 
their authors?” (4.10.24).   

c.  God tells us how He would have us to worship Him, and that is the way in which we must.  
To add anything to His worship or to take it away is the height of presumption, and it is to 
expose ourselves to the wrath of God.   

d.  We must also not forget that God never changes.  What was important to Him then is still 
important to Him now.  We must not assume that since Christ has come to remove our sins 
through the offering of Himself on the cross that now anything goes.  God has shown us in 
the case of Ananias and Sapphira that He still takes obedience seriously (Acts 5).  Let us 
therefore study to give to God that which He requires of us, and make sure that in whatever 
we do, we do it according to His holy commandments.  He is the One who will visit the 
iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and fourth generations of those who hate 
Him, but on the other hand, the One who will show lovingkindness to the thousandth 
generation of those who love Him and keep His commandments (Ex. 20:5-6).   

e.  Next week we will look at the specific elements of worship which He commands.  Amen.   
 


