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The Ten Principles of 
Biblical Worship
And their application to the local church. 

Introduction
A few weeks ago I attended a worship service at Mars Hill Church in Seattle with my wife and two friends. 

· It was an interesting experience to say the least. 

· I came away from that worship service scratching my head trying to make sense of what I had just experienced. 

Now you must know that I am no stranger to the different worship cultures that are out there in the Evangelical world.

· I have experienced the high church liturgy as well as the ultra-charismatic open worship styles, with everything in between. 

· I have been literally trampled by a woman who just couldn’t contain herself in a worship service and had to climb over me so she could dance in the isles. 

· I have been in intercessory prayer rooms where the people praying in tongues were so loud you could hardly hear yourself pray. 

So this worship service was not a shock to me except that Mars Hill is a strongly Reformed bible teaching and gospel preaching ministry. This is what made this whole experience even more confusing for me. I expected more. 
The worship service was in a dark and dimly lit auditorium with a clearly disco-tech feel. I was surrounded by hundreds of young people mostly in their twenties. There were very few people past the age of forty.
And the music, well I felt like I was back at the Seattle Center attending a Rock concert with Blue Oyster Cult or T-Rex. The music was loud and I could feel the percussion instruments pounding in my chest. My first and my last impressions were the same. I hate this! 
I came away from that experience confused and yet with a strong desire to understand it as well. 
· I did not want to dismiss this encounter as coming from the devil. I wanted to make sure that I was not missing something. 

After this worship service the only thing I really wanted to know was simply what music is appropriate for worship and what music is not appropriate for worship. That is a simple question. 
· It appears to me that some music is indeed appropriate for the worship of God and some music is inappropriate but which and how do I know? This question seems to be very subjective. 


Yet how can you ignore the offense that some people feel (I include myself here) by some presentations of music in relation to worship? 
Let me give you a couple of examples:
Sharon Ann and I have actually been told by certain friends not to visit their church because the music there is too loud and that they knew that we would be offended by it and by the art work on display.  

· I am forced to ask the question. If worship music and artwork that are used in worship at a particular church is recognizably offensive to those who are participating in it, so much so that they would warn others before coming, than I have to ask the question, “is there something amiss here?” 
Another close friend of mine came for a visit the other day and I asked him about the music at His church. He and his family also attend an Acts 29 church. 

· At first they said the music was so loud that they thought they would have to wear earplugs to church. But of course they testified that eventually they got used to the music and its volume and even came to like it. Now this can either be a good thing or a bad thing. 

· Their getting used to the music could be a good thing and really shows their willingness to see all aspects of worship and that they are open minded and not self-absorbed with their own likes and dislikes. 

· Or their response my be not so good and show a lack of true spirit led biblical discernment. Their getting used to a certain musical style that was at first offensive could be like that of a smoker who has to gauge and choke on the first few cigarettes that he smokes before he can come to really appreciate that which his body tried at first desperately to reject. 
· He also admitted that the worship and the music that accompanied it were very much performance oriented. When I mentioned my experience in Seattle he concurred that there is a concert feel with the worship team. But he did confess it was not always this way. 

· My friend’s conclusion, like so many others out there today and I have heard it a number of times recently in my discussions with people, was that as long as the words were biblical it mattered not what the music is like at all. 

Let me say this from the very beginning, I strongly disagree with this premise. 



The Worship Wars

There is a phenomenon taking place in the church today which has been labeled by many that are involved in it as the “worship wars.” 

· What is sad about this designation is that the only war over worship should be the one that is taking place between Satan and God and not between God’s elect, His royal priests whose joy and pleasure it is to offer up a continual sacrifice of praise. 
· But the fact remains that worship and music may be the single most divisive subject in the contemporary Evangelical church today. 
Think for a minute about your own experience.

· Do you have an opinion about the kind of music we should use in worship or is it unimportant to you? I would say that every one of us not only has an opinion but that our opinions are strong and extremely important to us. 

· What about the words of our worship songs? Do they matter? Do you care about what it is you are singing? Of course you do. For some this the shibboleth or the defining characteristic of true biblical worship and music. 
· What about musical instruments? Do you care what instruments are used or how loud the music is? Most people do and some have very strong opinions in this matter. 
· And of course there is the musical genre that we use. Do you think that hymns are best for corporate worship? Many people do and will only go to a church that sings hymns only. 

The fact is we all have strongly held opinions, traditions, and personal likes and dislikes concerning worship and music. 
Bob Kauflin of Sovereign Grace Ministries rightly points out that we have three generations that are at odds with each other over music and worship and that somehow we have to find some source of unity.

Now there are a number of ways to try and reach some source of unity. We could simply use different styles and genres of music, mixing and matching so that everyone has a little something they like. But this would not please those who only like one genre of music or style of worship. 

· Trying to please everyone is like chasing your tail. You never get anywhere and you only end up exhausted. 
I think the only way that we are going to find some source of unity is to come to a common biblical understanding of the role of worship and music in the life of the church and its people. 
We could call it our worldview of worship or our philosophy of worship.
Harold Best says this:

We should all seek for a driving central world view that unifies us all in the body of Christ in the practice of music and the art. It unifies us all because it is a central world view that cannot be tampered with by style or approach. You cannot suddenly adjust your theology of worship or theology of style based on something that works at the time or on something that is not working at the time. You have to begin with a central theology of worship. 

-Harold Best
So where do we get a central theology of worship? How do we develop a central driving world view that unifies all the body of Christ?
· Will it be our experience? 
· Will it be our personal likes and dislikes? 
· Will it be our tradition or our culture? 

Consider again what Harold Best says to this important question:

What drives our theology? Is it a truncated theology of worship that somehow ends up defining God, or is a full-blown theology of God himself that defines our theology of worship. If it is a full-blown theology of God than our theology of worship puts music in its place along with many other things as well.
If we have but one quest here over the next several weeks it is to try as best we can to identify a central driving world view of worship based on the revelation of God found in the Scriptures. 
So my approach to this study will not be one of pragmatism (what works), or consumerism (what we like) but on principle (what do the Scriptures teach). 


Let me say a word of caution here. When we talk of music and worship we are walking through a minefield of sacred cows. And they are sacred to us. 
· As I said we each have strong opinions about music and worship and I am going to say some things that will cause you to stand up and cheer and I may say some things that might make you angry. 
· So when we approach the subject of music and worship I think it is important that we come with an open mind and an open heart and a willingness to listen to what the Scriptures say about worship and also be willing to change our own strongly held opinions if need be. 

· We also need to be gracious to each other and patient because the learning process is a life-long quest and none of us have arrived. 

When I started this study several weeks ago it began like a peaceful walk in a grassy park. I was enjoying the sunshine and warmth of the day as I studied worship when suddenly I found myself standing directly on a hornet’s next. 
This study has been like that for me. I though it would be relatively easy walk in the park but I realized that I walked into the midst of a hornet’s nest of strongly held opinions and beliefs presented by many trusted thinkers and theologians and worship leaders and now I am trying sort it all out and present it to you in a cogent and peaceful way. 

· There are some who say that a biblical middle ground cannot be reached nor should we even try. But again I disagree. Not only do I think it is possible to find a common place in which we can all stand but I think it is absolutely necessary that we do so. 



The title of these messages is: 
“The Ten Principles of Biblical Worship and their application to the local church.”

Now I must confess that I borrowed some of the ideas for these principles from Bob Kauflin the music minister at Sovereign Grace Ministries. 

I have significantly tweaked them to fit my own understanding from my research into this topic. 

These ten principles will form the basis for our Driving Central World View of Worship. 

So let’s begin: 
Principle #1 Biblical Worship is always directed towards God and God alone. 
“Let them praise the name of the LORD, for His name alone is exalted; his majesty is above earth and heaven”
Psalm 148:13

“I am the LORD; that is my name; my glory I give to no other, nor my praise to carved idols”

Isaiah 42:8

Now this first principle may seem so obvious that it should go without saying.  But if Israel had understood this first principle it would have saved them a whole lot of grief. 

· The one sin that the people of Israel committed over and over again was the sin of idolatry. 
What is idolatry? “It is simply the veneration or worship of anything other than Yahweh. 
· Idolatry can involve the worship of images, the worship of ideas, or the worship of objects. Therefore anything can become an idol. Anything! 
And let me give a word of caution here music itself can be an idol even in the church. 
Throughout Israel’s history they showed themselves again and again to be gross idolaters when they went after foreign gods despite repeated warnings by the prophets and despite repeated punishments by God. 
· It seems that they had a proclivity or propensity for wandering away from the true worship of Yahweh. 
Now if it is possible that Israel, God’s chosen people, people who had seen God perform many miraculous things on their behalf; if Israel can miss this first point so badly, is it not possible that the church, God’s redeemed people, can miss this point as well? 
· Certainly we can. And I think we often do slip into idolatry in many ways and miss this first principle that Biblical worship is directed to God and God alone. So how do we do this? 


We can slip into idolatry when we misunderstand what worship really is and replace it with a counterfeit. 
“I believe that this lack of biblical knowledge contributes to our acceptance of worship practices that are not acceptable to God. Without this knowledge to give us boundaries, we devise too easily our own ideas about how to worship God.” 

Dan Lucarini.

So what is worship? We use the word so often that sometimes it can take on new meanings that really are not worship at all. 

· There are actually a number of words that fall within the parameters of worship, words like praise, fear, and thanksgiving, just to name a few. And we will look at all these words in the course of this study. 

· But for now lets look at the one defining word that really is the vessel in which all other words about worship are stored. 

Worship is really an English word. It comes from two Old English words with German origins: worth (to honor) and ship (to create). 

· So “When English speaking people worship God, we literally create honor to God with our actions and our words.” Dan Lucarini. 

· Worship is “ascribing, assigning, and attributing honor to God. 
The word worship was chosen by the bible translators because it is as close as we have in our English language to the Hebrew and Greek words. 

· But the word worship alone cannot convey the totality of what God is saying when we are told to worship Him. 

In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word translated worship is shachah which means to depress, to prostrate (especially in homage to royalty or God); to bow oneself down, to crouch, to fall down flat, to humbly beseech. 
· I studied the entire list of occurrences in the bible where the word worship occurred and often it was associated with bowing down, kneeling, or prostrating oneself before God. 

In the New Testament, the Greek word translated most commonly as worship is proskuneo which means to crouch; to prostrate oneself in homage. 

· In the Middle East, especially in Persia, the ancient mode of greeting one another was determined by rank. 

· Persons of equal rank kissed each other on the lips. When the difference of rank was slight, they kissed each other on the cheek. When one was much inferior, he fell upon his knees and touched his forehead to the ground or prostrated himself, throwing kisses at the same time towards the superior. 
It is this latter mode of salutation that Greek writers expressed by proskuneo. 
· In the New Testament proskuneo meant to do reverence or homage to someone, usually by kneeling or prostrating oneself in reverence, homage. 

Now this is not the only meaning of the word Worship nor can we contain all the demonstrations and manifestations of worship into one act. Worship is a multifaceted response of the creature to His glorious Creator. 

But certainly we see in both the Greek and Hebrew words for worship a deep respect for and humility towards the one to whom we worship.
· In true biblical worship there is a deep recognition of both the exaltedness of the one venerated and the lowliness and unworthiness of the one venerating. 

Just look at some of the examples we have of people who have encountered the Holy God.  
Isaiah fell on his face trembling before the

 Holy Holy Holy 
John fell on his face before Christ as 
though he were dead. 

The four Serifs that endlessly cry Holy Holy Holy do so with their faces covered by their wings. 
The Twenty four elders in the thorn room all fall down repeatedly on their faces before the Holy God. 


So here is the first point of application that we must begin with: Is the God we worship the same God that Isaiah and John, and the Serifs and the twenty four elders worship. 
· When we approach God in worship, we have to ask ourselves is our attitude in keeping with these definitions and examples. 
· It is quite possible that we may be far too familiar in our worship with the Holy, Holy, Holy, God, The Most High over all the earth.  
Is it also possible that our worship, our music styles, and even the words we sing in both private and public worship may not reflect the glory and majesty of a Holy God? 
Ron Betchel seems to think so: 

“No meeting with God is a casual one. Thus, no element of our worship, including our music, should be casual or carelessly presented. Both the words we sing, the thoughtfulness with which we express them, and the music we employ must reflect a seriousness that honors the greatness and grandeur of our God.” 
These are the first things that we must keep in mind as we remember this first principle that God alone is the focus of our worship.


We can also miss this first principle that Biblical worship is directed to God and God alone and slip into idolatry when we fail to worship God as He really is. 
“There is astonishing potential among us to whittle God down to the size and shape of our worship theology. When we do that we are committing theolotry; that is we have made a god out of God that is less than He is because it has been crafted according to parameters 

of something else.” 

Harold Best
As we look at this second point it is important to remember this:

God’s perspective of Himself is completely accurate. He is reality and we want to be sure that in our worship we are glorying in who He really is.

So in reality the more we know God biblically the more biblical our worship will be.

But I think that Harold Best is correct. In our weakness and fallenness we often invent or craft our own ideas of who God is and what God is like. And when we do this we are taking our eyes of the first principle that Biblical worship is directed to God and God alone. 
You see: 
· The God we worship cannot be Yahweh, Buddha and Allah at the same time. 
· The God we worship is a Sovereign God who knows the beginning from the end God and so we do not worship the god of the Open Theists who teach that God is limited in his knowledge of the future. That is not God at all but a god of human fabrication. 
· The God we worship is a God of justice and so we do not worship a God that is only a God of love and who would never eternally punish people. 

· Have you ever heard someone say, “Oh my god would never do anything like that?” 

· Why am I so vocal about the book “The Shack” a book that almost everyone else applauds as a wonderful life-transforming work, because it is a blasphemous portrayal of the Holy God that we are called to worship? 

· Although it may give you some warm fuzzies the god found in the pages of “the Shack” is not an accurate portrayal of the biblical God that we worship. 

Sadly this is the kind of theological ignorance concerning the person and nature of God that we face in this world and so often in the church. 

Let me quote Harold Best once again: 

“I would argue that the senior ministry of the body of Christ should be engaged in making themselves unpopular or prophetic by insisting that their membership become as articulate of the things of Christ as they are minus one step or two which is professional training.” 
It is essential that we understand and know the real God who we worship and not a god of our own fabrication. 

· This is why the words that we sing in our worships songs are so important. 
· This is why we must ask ourselves, do our words teach and convey a real and a biblical portrait of God as He has revealed Himself to us or are they part of human fabrications that lead us to idolatrous thinking and idolatrous worship?  


We can miss this first principle that Biblical worship is directed to God and God alone and slip into idolatry when we fail to enjoy God above all things. 
From beginning to end the bible teaches us that God does everything for the purpose of bringing himself glory.
· And in an act of amazing grace he invites us to revel in and enjoy Him and worship Him.

The Westminster shorter Catechism says the chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy him forever. 
· Or as John Piper notes; we actually Glorify God when we enjoy Him forever. 

There is and should be a true joy in worshipping God. We should be the most joyous people on earth because we know the source of joy. 
And God commands us to be glad in Him. 
· Many of the Scriptures related to praise and worship speak of celebration and joy. 

We do not celebrate in our worship as a means to the end but because God is the end himself and our highest good and greatest joy and our greatest delight is to glorify Him. 
· We need to strive to keep the attitude that life is about who God is and what He does and not about who we are and what we do. 


But sadly for many of us the passion for God’s glory and our participation in ongoing worship has been fatally distracted by our love for the world and the pleasures of this life so much so that these other things blur our focus on God and dilute our love for God and distract us from the worship of God. 
Jesus warned us of this danger many times in his teaching and especially in his parables. 

“You cannot serve two masters; you will either love the one and hate the other or be devoted to one and ignore the other.” 
Why are some of us not worshipping God as we are called to and as we should, because we are idolaters who are worshipping other things? 

But God calls us to make Him our greatest joy and when that happens worship is truly God focused and empowered by a mutual love. 

So let’s review:


Principle #1 Biblical Worship is always directed towards God and God alone. 

For us this first point is the cornerstone and an essential building block for formulating a driving central world view of worship. 

Biblical worship that is directed towards God begins with an understanding of the fearful Awesomeness and Holiness of the God we worship. 
· Although he is our Father with a great amount of familiarity involved with that privileged position He remains the Holy, Holy, Holy God of the universe. If we forget that we run the risk of not giving God the glory due His name when we worship. 

Biblical worship that is directed towards God requires a proper theological understanding of who God is. Anything else verges on idolatry because we are worshipping a god of our own fabrication.

Biblical worship that is directed towards God allows no rivals. We cannot worship God and ourselves or anything else at the same time. 
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