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True Worship: Defined By Its New Testament Practice Ca

In the April 1999 issue of the
Harvesters, a study was made
concerning the vocabulary used in the
New Testament to convey the ideas
that are expressed in the English word
“worship.” In addition to the basic
meanings of those words and the
implications of them in their contexts,
one can learn a great deal about true
worship by noting both the approved
and unapproved teachings of its
practice in the New Testament, Below
are listed three truths concerning the
practice of worshiping God:

1. Worshiping God Acceptably
Involves the Proper Attitude
And Authority

Jesus makes clear to the
Samaritan woman that if worship is to
be acceptable to God, it must be done
“mn spirit and in truth™ (Jn. 4:23-24),
This context indicates that “in spirit”
refers to the human spirit. Acceptable
worship, therefore, must be
characterized by the appropriate
attitude. The acts of worship are not
worship in and of themselves “apart
from the involvement of the inner
person.” The proper involvement of
the inner person requires an attitude of
humility, a desire to please God, and a
cooperative spirit to conform to His
will. Only when this attitude is present
may one worship God acceptably,
However, “in spirit” is only half the
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equation,

Acceptable worship is also to
be regulated by the proper authority.
“In truth” means that worship is to be
done according to God’s word (cf. Jn.
7:17; 2 Jn. 4). Only in accordance
with divine authority can worship be
acceptable to God {(cf. Col. 3:17). If
worship lacks the proper attitude
and/or the proper authority, it is
“vain” (i.e. to no purpose) (Matt.
15:9), it is worshiping “ignorantly”
(i.e. “being mistaken” or “in error’?)
(Acts 17:22-23), or it is “will
worship” (i.e. self-chosen) (Col. 2:20-
23). Obviously, such worship cannot
be acceptable to God.

2. Worshiping God Acceptably
Involves the Proper Actions

God reveals “in truth” a set
of approved actions for worship. The
total teaching of the New Testament
authorizes only singing, praying,
teaching, giving, and partaking of the
Lord’s Supper as acts of worship. This
proposition can be proven by the
following syllogism:?

1. All total situations the
component parts of which are
scriptural are total situations which
are scriptural.

2. The total situation
described by the proposition “The
New Testament authorizes only
singing, praying, teaching, giving, and
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partaking of the Lord’s Supper as acts
of worship” is a total situation the
component parts of which are
scriptural.

3.  Therefore, the total
situation described by the proposition,
“The New Testament authorizes only
sifiging, praying, teaching, giving, and
partaking of the Lord’s Supper as acts
of worship” is scriptural. The major
premise of this proposition is self-
evident and cannot be rationally
denied. The minor premise is also true
because the New Testament authorizes
one to sing (Eph. 5:18-19; Col. 3:16),
to pray (Acts 2:42; 1 T 2:8), to
teach (Acts 2:42; 20:7), to give on the
first day of the week (1 Cor. 16:1-2),
and to partake of the Lord’s Supper
every first day of the week (Acts 2:42;
20:7) as acts of worship. As a matter
of “private devotion and personal
choice,” such items as fasting, diet, and
special days are permitted (cf. Matt.
6:16-18; Acts 13:2; 14:28; Rom. 14:1-
23), but they are not bound.* The five
acts of worship mentioned above,
however, are bound upon all.

It should not be surprising that
acceptable worship involves these five
acts, Worship has always required
specific action. Worship has always
had a “starting place and a stopping
place” (cf. Gen. 22:5; Judg. 7:15; 1
Sam. 1:19; 2 Sam. 12:20; Isa. 66:23;
Zech. 14:16; Matt. 2:2; 15:25; Acts
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8:27, 24:11; Rev. 3:9; 15:4).° Only
when one has the proper attitude (“in
spirit”) and does the proper acts (“in
truth”) can his or her worship be
acceptable to God.

3. Worshiping God Acceptably
Is not a Form of Entertainment

It is unfortunate that this issue
needs to be addressed, but some in the
church of Christ seem to have worship
confused with entertainment, While it
is true that worship should be
enjoyable to all worshipers, its focus is
not upon pleasing the flesh, Worshipis
not a “spectator / performer situation
with the congregation in the spectator
role while the preacher and song
leader are performers.”® This should
be obvious, but based upon the
gimmicks promoted in some
congregations, this truth is either not
realized or not accepted. Unauthorized
innovations to worship “mask”
themselves as being “spiritual,” when
in reality they are “the desire for
entertainment and emotionalism,””’
However, the “very nature and design
of Scriptural worship appeals to the
spirit, not to the flesh.”® Christians
must know the difference between
acceptable worship and entertainment.

Additional Princip.le
Necessary for Evaluating

A Worship Practice

Having briefly ascertained the
Biblical pattern for New Testament
worship, it is necessary to understand
two related principles in order to
accurately evaluate a practice done in
a worship service. The knowledge and
application of these principles could
prevent some unnecessary divisions in
the body of Christ. Too many
congregations divide over dogmatic
opinions that are not matters of
biblical authority.

1. “Inherent” Sin Versus
“Instrumental” Sin

“Inherent” means “by
nature.” Some things are wrong by

their nature, For example, the “works
of the flesh” are by their very nature
wrong (Gal. 5:19-21). There can
never be a circumstance that allows
the practice of “adultery, fornication,
uncleanness, etc.” with God’s
approval. The “fruit of the Spirit” is
inherently good (Gal. 5:22-23). By
their very nature, it 1s always good to
practice “‘love, joy, peace, etc.”
Understanding the “inherent”
principle will allow one to focus on
the real 1issue 1in many
situations—expediency. Although
rebellion against God is inherently
sinful, it often manifests itself through
means that are not sinful of
themselves,

“Instrumental” means “by its
use.” Many things are neither right
nor wrong by their nature, but the
manner in which they are used
(expediency) determines whether they
are right or wrong. For example, there
is nothing inherently wrong with
cating meats (I Tim. 4:3b), even if
they have been used in idolatrous
ritual (1 Cor. 8:4-6, 8). However, if
the ecating of meat violates one’s
conscience or causes a member in
Christ to stumble, then the eating of
meat is sinful (Rom. 14:13-23; 1 Cor.
8:7, 9-13; 10:23-33). Other Biblical
examples of actions that may be
instrumentally right or wrong are
giving to the needy, praying, and
fasting (cf. Matt. 6:1-18). If these
things are done “to be seen of men”
they are wrong, but if they are done as
devotions to God, they are right.

The application of the
“instrumental” principle to worship is
two-fold. First, it indicates that a God-
approved act of worship can be done
i a wrong manner, thus resulting in
sin(cf Isa. 1:11-15). Forexample, the
Corinthians came together on the first
day of the week to partake of the
Lord’s Supper; however, the manner
in which they partook of it was sinful
(1Cor. 11:17-22,27-34). They sinned
by the way they “used” the Lord’s
Supper. Second, something which is
not inherently wrong can become sin

by its unauthorized or inexpedient use.
For example, there is nothing
inherently wrong with having a chorus
perform in a church building, even if
that performance occurs on the first
day of the week. However, if the
performance 1s advocated
(intentionally or unintentionally) as a
period of worship, then others are led
to believe that it is alright to worship
God with a chorus. In such a case the
chorus performance is instrumentally
sinful (cf. 1 Cor. 10:23-24).

2. Truth and Tradition in Worship

“Tradition™ is neither good
nor bad of itself. The word literally
refers to “that which is handed down.””
The source of a tradition and/or how it
is used determines its approval from
God. If the source of tradition is divine,
then it is binding upon all (cf. I Thess.
1:15; 3:6). If a tradition’s source is
human, then it may or may not be
acceptable to God. If such tradition
replaces God’s will, then 1t is sinful
(Matt. 15:1-9; Mark 7:1-13).
However, if a human tradition is not
inherently smnful and is used
expediently in carrying out God’s will,
then it is acceptable to God (cf. 1 Cor.
6:12; 10:23).

There are two basic errors
concerning the relationship of human
tradition and truth. First, some err by
promoting human tradition as if it is
God’s word. This was an error of the
Pharisees (Matt. 15:1-9; Mark 7:1-13).
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This is also the error of those who
want to change God-authorized acts of
worship by claiming that scriptural
worship services are mere tradition.
The Samaritan woman made a similar
mistake (Jn. 4:20). She spoke of
worship as if it were a matter
regulated by human tradition (“our
fathers” opposed to “ye say”). She
tried to “change the issue of truth
versus tradition to tradition versus
tradition.”"® Some people attempt to do
the same today. Some refer to
acappella singing in worship as mere
human tradition. According to their
error, a mechanical instrument in
worship should also be accepted
because it is a “modern” tradition.
However, the kind of music God
authorizes in worship is not a mere
matter of human tradition-it is a
matter of ftruth! God has only
authorized singing in worship (Eph.
5:19; Col. 3:16 et al.). It is erroneous
to make truth a matter of human
tradition.

Second, some err by
supposing that changing from one
lawful human tradition to another
lawful human tradition is changing
God’s law. Worship services are filled
with human traditions. Such things as
times of services, order of services,
songs, and song books are matters of
human tradition. These are neither
right nor wrong of themselves. As long
as lmman traditions do not violate
God’s will and are used expediently
they are good. However, human
traditions must not be considered
immutable. It is scriptural, and
sometimes necessary to change human
traditions in order to reach one’s
contemporaries with the Gospel (cf. 1
Cor. 9:19-23). Any change in worship,
therefore, must be properly evaluated.
If it 1s merely an expedient change in
human tradition, then it must not
divide the church. However, if it is a
change in God’s authorized pattern
then it must not be tolerated. When
human traditions are in conflict with
truth, truth must always be allowed to
reign (cf. Jn. 8:31-32; 12:48).

Conclusion

Worship is a “watershed”
issue in the church today. All
must realize that if God has not
authorized worship then there is
no basis for it. However, if God
has authorized worship, then its
practice must be regulated by His
word, the Bible. Since God has
authorized worship (Jn. 4:24), it
is necessary for all to respect and
practice only what the Bible
authorizes in worship. Only in
this way can people be pleasing
to God and have true unity with
one another.
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Date Phone
Name S.S.#
Address
City State Zip
Course Instructor Credit
Romans 21361 Davis 3
Logic 31370 Kenyon 3
Topical Bible Studies 11334 (High Springs)* Burgett 22
Survey of Old Testament 21360 (Sarasota)* Stilwell 2V
Greek 21322 Stearsman 3
Pentateuch 11364 ' Stilwell 3
Matthew 31389 (Bushnell)* Stearsman 2V
Miracles and Parables 11316 Blackman 2V
Revelation 21359 Stearsman 3
Church History 21341 Kenyon 3
Computers and Churches 31387 Stearsman 3
First & Second Corinthians 11335 Davidson 3
Wisdom Literature 21348 Kenyon 2V
Denominational Dogmas 11331 Daugherty 3
First & Second Thessalonians 21337 Kenyon
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