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Today, the most vocal critics of sola scriptura applied to the sphere of worship (i.e., the 

regulative principle) are men who consider themselves “truly Reformed.”
1
 These apologists for 

declension and the status quo have come up with some interesting arguments that they think 

justify a wholesale abandonment of the regulative principle of worship in favor of a 

Lutheran/Episcopalian conception of worship. In order to sharpen our understanding of sola 

scriptura’s relationship to biblical worship, we will examine and refute such arguments. 

 

1. The “False Understanding of Ethics and Adiaphora” Argument 

 
The first argument used against the regulative principle of worship is based on a false 

understanding of the meaning and relationship of sola scriptura, the regulative principle and 

Christian liberty or adiaphora. Schlissel writes, 

 
Some regulativists will attempt to broaden their appeal to the “principle” found in 

12:32 by saying that it is found also in Deuteronomy 4:2. But this passage reads. “Now 
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therefore hearken, O Israel, unto the statutes and unto the judgments, which I teach you, 

for to do them, that ye may live, and go in and possess the land which the LORD God of 

your fathers giveth you. Ye shall not add unto the word which I command you, neither 

shall ye diminish ought from it, that ye may keep the commandments of the LORD your 

God which I command you.” If the Regulativist would bring this passage to bear on the 

question of worship, he has gone even further from the path leading to the light. For this 

passage refers to all the Law of God, not simply to laws governing worship. Very few 

regulativists would seriously argue that God’s intent here is to forbid Israel from doing 

anything whatsoever in any area of life that is not specifically commanded in the Law. I 

suppose those Amish who eschew buttons for want of finding them mentioned in 

Scripture might look somewhat favorable on this interpretation, but they’d be mighty 

lonely in so doing. Yet that is precisely the conclusion which cannot be evaded if 4:2 is 

cited as supportive of the Regulativist’s reading of 12:32. Deuteronomy 4:2 is a general 

rule, requiring a life that conforms to God’s disclosed will in its entirety. The NIV Study 

Bible note is to the point: “The revelation of the Lord is sufficient. All of it must be 

obeyed and anything that adulterates or contradicts it cannot be tolerated.” God did not 

intend that the recipients of this verse (4:2) would literally do nothing not mentioned 

therein (e.g., no skateboarding, using electricity, driving automobiles, or eating lemon 

ices). Thus, 4:2 as a parallel demonstrates that 12:32 is not to be taken in an absolute 

sense. If you find a similar phrase used by the same author in the same book, you need to 

justify applying a radically different sense to each. If it is agreed that 4:2, referring to the 

whole Law, was not to be taken absolutely when it forbids additions and subtractions, 

neither is 12:32 to be taken as an abstract and absolute rule. Both are to be interpreted in 

terms of the whole Word of God, a Word that simply does not teach: if it is not 

commanded, it is forbidden.
2
  

 

Schlissel’s statement is perhaps the most popular modern argument against the regulative 

principle. He argues that Deuteronomy 4:2 refers to the whole law which regulates all of life. 

Since all of life contains many activities that are not strictly regulated, that are left to the free 

choice of man (e.g., “Should I wear blue pants or grey pants?”). Therefore, the virtually identical 

regulative principle proof text passages such as Deuteronomy 12:32 must also be interpreted in 

such a manner that leaves man a great deal of liberty in the sphere of worship. 

Schlissel’s argument against the regulative principle is founded upon a complete 

misunderstanding of Deuteronomy 4:2 and therefore should be rejected as unscriptural. His false 

understanding of this passage and its application to the area of worship is based on a glaring 

failure to distinguish between God-given ethics and areas of adiaphora. Schlissel’s assertion that 

Deuteronomy 4:2 “was not to be taken absolutely when it forbids additions and subtractions” is 

totally false. Deuteronomy 4:2 teaches that men are not permitted to add or detract from God’s 

commandments. In other words, God is the sole source of ethics for personal, family, 

institutional and civil life. Men do not have ethical autonomy. They do not have any authority to 

make up ethical absolutes, nor are they permitted to ignore or detract from God’s law in any 

way. R. J. Rushdoony has a clear understanding of the implications of passages such as 

Deuteronomy 4:2. He writes, 

 
It must be recognized that in any culture the source of law is the god of that society. If 

law has its source in man’s reason, then reason is the god of that society. If the source is 
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an oligarchy, or in a court, senate, or ruler, then that source is the god of that system.... 

Modern humanism, the religion of the state, locates law in the state and thus makes the 

state or the people as they find expression in the state, the god of the system.... Nothing is 

more deadly or more derelict than the notion that the Christian is at liberty with respect to 

the kind of law he can have.... Neither positive law nor natural law can reflect more than 

the sin and apostasy of man: revealed law is the need and privilege of Christian society.
3
  

 

Men do not have the authority to declare a thought, word or deed evil or sinful apart from 

proving such by a biblical commandment or deduction from the Bible. 

Does the fact that there are many matters in life that are adiaphora or indifferent
4
 (e.g., 

skateboarding, planting tomatoes, riding a bike, etc.) mean that Deuteronomy 4:2 was not meant 

to be taken strictly? Does it mean that men are permitted to add or detract from God’s law? No, 

absolutely not! Likewise in the sphere of commanded or authorized worship men do not have 

liberty to add or detract one iota from the worship that God has instituted. However, men do 

have a great deal of liberty in areas that are circumstantial or incidental to worship itself. 

Schlissel’s arguments fail to recognize the distinction between ethics and adiaphora, worship 

ordinances and the circumstances of worship. 

If opponents of the regulative principle of worship want to use Deuteronomy 4:2 as a 

proof text against the Reformed understanding of a strictly regulated worship, they need to 

demonstrate that worship ordinances belong to the sphere of life that is adiaphora. Are the parts 

or elements of worship that are delineated in Scripture in the same category as riding a bike, or 

wearing blue pants instead of grey pants, or planting beefsteak tomatoes instead of early girl 

tomatoes? The answer is: obviously not. Adiaphora refers to matters that are indifferent to ethics 

(e.g., Should I boil my eggs or scramble them for breakfast?). That is, they involve activities that 

are neither commanded nor forbidden, and therefore the decision whether or not to commit the 

act or not commit the act does not involve sin or a violation of God’s word. As long as men act 

in accordance with the general rules of Scripture (i.e., Is it done to God’s glory [1 Cor. 10:31; 

Rom. 4:7-9]? Does it cause a weak brother to sin [Rom. 14:21]? Can it be done in faith with a 

clear conscience [Rom. 14:14, 23]? Can I engage in this activity without coming under its power 

[1 Cor. 6:12; 10:23; e.g., tobacco addiction]?), men have liberty to commit or refrain from the 

act. 
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Worship ordinances do not involve the liberty to do as one desires and therefore cannot 

be placed in the category of adiaphora. Are Christians free to omit or add to the elements of 

religious worship as they please? Can a church lawfully eliminate the Lord’s supper and replace 

it with a new sacrament? Would the elders of a church be obedient to Christ if they replaced 

trinitarian baptism with a man-made ritual? Is it permissible to eliminate the Scripture reading 

and replace it with Shakespeare or a rock video? Would it be sinful to eliminate the preaching of 

God’s word and replace it with a “Christian” movie or a “Christian” comedy hour or variety 

show? The answer to these questions is obvious (no, no, no and no). If one places worship 

ordinances in the category of adiaphora, then everything involved in public worship and even 

public worship itself is optional. Furthermore, one could have two, zero or 20 sacraments. 

Because worship ordinances are required by Scripture, they should never be treated as 

adiaphora. Rather, they should receive the same treatment as God’s moral law. Areas of life that 

are adiaphora correspond not to worship ordinances but to the circumstances of worship (e.g., 

Should we start the service at 10:30 a.m. or 11:00 a.m.? Should the meeting house have blue 

carpeting or maroon carpeting? Should we use wooden pews or folding chairs? etc.). Ironically, 

Deuteronomy 4:2, when properly understood, is one of the strongest proof texts for the regulative 

principle of worship, for the regulative principle logically follows sola scriptura. Protestant 

reformer John Knox concurs, 

 
And that is principal idolatry when our own inventions we defend to be righteous in the 

sight of God, because we think them good, laudable, and pleasant. We may not think us 

so free nor so wise, that we may do unto God, and unto his honor, what we think 

expedient. No! The contrary is commanded by God, saying, “Unto my Word shall ye add 

nothing; nothing shall ye diminish therefrom, that ye might observe the precepts of your 

Lord God” (Deut. 4:2). Which words are not to be understood of the Decalogue and Law 

Moral only, but of statutes, rites, and ceremonies; for equal obedience of all his Laws 

requireth God.
5
  

 

2. The “All of Life Is Worship” Argument 
 

An argument that is closely related to the argument from Deuteronomy 4:2 is one which 

claims that all of life is worship, and since life contains many activities that are not strictly 

regulated by Scripture, therefore worship is not strictly regulated either. Although, as Christians, 

everything we do is to be done to the glory of God (1 Cor. 10:31), and thus we are to live to the 

Lord (Rom. 14:7-8) and present our bodies as living sacrifices to God (Rom. 12:1), the idea that 

all of life is worship and therefore no distinction exists between public worship and activities like 

mowing the lawn is absurd. There are several reasons why we must regard “the all of life is 

worship” argument as unscriptural. 

First, there are several passages from both the Old and New Testaments which teach 

and/or assume that public worship is special and set apart from everyday life. 

 

Psalm 22:22, 25. “I will declare Your name to My brethren; in the midst of the assembly I will 

praise You.... My praise shall be of You in the great assembly; I will pay My vows before those 

who fear Him.” 
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Psalm 27:4. “One thing I have desired of the LORD, that will I seek: that I may dwell in the 

house of the LORD all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the LORD, and to inquire in 

His temple.”  

 

David Dickson writes, 

 
A third ground of confidence, is the conscience of his purpose to study to have constant 

communion with God, in the use of the means, and the conscience of his very earnest 

desire to have the benefit of all the public ordinances, in the fellowship of the church. 

Whence learn, 1. Hearty resolution to subject ourselves to all God’s ordinances, and to 

follow the appointed means of communion-keeping with God, is a sound mark of solid 

faith; and the conscience of this resolution, serveth much to confirm our confidence in 

God, if we can say with the prophet, this one thing have I desired, &c. 2. In the using of 

the means and ordinances of God’s house, the glory of the Lord may be seen, counsel and 

direction in all things may be had, with comfort and spiritual delight to our souls; for in 

the ordinances David was to behold the beauty of the Lord, with delight, and to enquire 

in his holy temple. 3. The desire of communion with God, and love to his ordinances, 

where it is sincere, should have the chief place in the heart, above all earthly desires and 

delights whatsoever: one thing have I desired. 4. A sincere desire must not be suffered to 

go away, but should be pursued resolutely, and recommended to God daily; this I will 

still seek after, saith he: and the means of communion with God in the public fellowship 

of the church must be constantly continued in, even all the days of our life.
6
  

 

In his application of this passage to believers in the new covenant era Calvin writes, “The Word, 

sacraments, public prayers, and other helps of the same kind, cannot be neglected, without a 

wicked contempt of God, who manifests himself to us in these ordinances, as in a mirror or 

image.”
7
  

 

Psalm 84:1-2. “How lovely is Your tabernacle, O LORD of hosts! My soul longs, yes, even 

faints for the courts of the LORD; my heart and my flesh cry out for the living God.”  

 

Calvin writes, 

 
David complains of his being deprived of liberty of access to the Church of God, there to 

make a profession of his faith, to improve in godliness, and to engage in the divine 

worship.... He knew that God had not in vain appointed the holy assemblies, and that the 

godly have need of such helps so long as they are sojourners in this world.
8
  

 

Plummer writes, “The appointed worship of the true God has in all ages possessed great 

attractions for the regenerate.”
9
  

 

Psalm 87:2. “The LORD loves the gates of Zion more than all the dwellings of Jacob.”  
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David Clarkson writes, 

 
But it may be replied, the Lord had worship, not only in the gates of Zion, in the temple, 

but also in the dwellings of Jacob. We cannot suppose that all the posterity of Jacob 

would neglect the worship of God in their families; no doubt the faithful among them 

resolved with Joshua, “I and my house will serve the Lord.” Since, therefore, the worship 

of God was to be found in both, how can this worship be the reason why one should be 

preferred before the other? Sure upon no other account but this, the worship of God in the 

gates of Zion was public, his worship in the dwellings of Jacob was private. So that, in 

fine, the Lord may be said to love the gates of Zion before all the dwellings of Jacob, 

because he prefers public worship before private. He loved all the dwellings of Jacob, 

wherein he was worshiped privately; but the gates of Zion he loved more than all the 

dwellings of Jacob, for there he was publicly worshiped. Hence we have clear ground for 

this: Observation. Public worship is to be preferred before private. So it is by the Lord, so 

it should be by his people. So it was under the law, so it must be under the gospel. 

Indeed, there is difference between the public worship under the law and gospel in 

respect of a circumstance, viz., the place of public worship. Under the law, the place of 

public worship was holy, but we have no reason so to account any place of public 

worship under the gospel; and this will be manifest, if both we inquire what were the 

grounds of that legal holiness in the tabernacle or temple, and withal observe that none of 

them can be applied to any place of worship under the gospel.
10

 

 

Ecclesiastes 5:1-2. “Keep thy foot when thou goest to the house of God, and be more ready to 

hear, than to give the sacrifice of fools: for they consider not that they do evil. Be not rash with 

thy mouth, and let not thine heart be hasty to utter any thing before God: for God is in heaven, 

and thou upon earth: therefore let thy words be few” (KJV).  

 

This passage alone proves that public worship is unique and special. There is to be a solemn 

recognition of the special presence of God in public worship and thus great care must be taken to 

be sincere, reverent, composed, deliberate and attentive. Matthew Henry writes, 

 
Address thyself to the worship of God with a solemn pause, and take time to compose 

thyself for it, not going about it with precipitation, which is called hasting with the feet, 

Prov. xix. 2. Keep thy thought from roving and wandering from the work; keep thy 

affections from running out towards wrong objects, for in the business of God’s house 

there is work enough for the whole man, and all too little to be employed.... When we are 

in the house of God, we are in a special manner before God and in his presence, there 

where he has promised to meet his people, where his eye is upon us and ours ought to be 

unto him.
11

  

 

John Gill writes, 

 
All which may denote the purity and cleanness of the conversation of the true worshipers 

of God; for, as the feet are the instruments of the action of walking, they may intend the 

conduct and behaviour of the saints in the house of God, where they should take care to 

                                                           
10

 David Clarkson, “Public Worship to Be Preferred Before Private” in The Blue Banner (Dallas, TX: First 

Presbyterian Church Rowlett, July/August, 1999), 1. 
11

 Matthew Henry, Commentary (McLean, VA: MacDonald, n.d.), 6:1006. 



do all things according to his word, which is a lamp to the feet, and a light unto the 

path.
12

  

 

It is obvious from this and many other passages that public worship is to be treated by God’s 

people far differently than attending a sporting event or going to a barbecue. Frank Smith writes, 

 
One of the privileges of a worship service is that of coming into the special presence of 

God and communing with Him. Anything which detracts from this clearly should not be 

allowed. If we were to be in the royal presence of the Queen of England, it would not be 

proper protocol to interrupt that audience with the monarch in order to talk with one 

another. How much more important it is that we do not interrupt our audience with the 

King of kings by trivial items which center on ourselves.
13

  

 

Leviticus 23:3. “Six days shall work be done, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of solemn rest, a 

holy convocation. You shall do no work in it; it is the Sabbath of the LORD in all your 

dwellings.”  

 

After Israel was settled in the land, this requirement of weekly public worship could only be put 

into practice if there were many congregations meeting throughout the land of Israel. These 

decentralized congregational worship services would of course not contain the ceremonial 

elements of tabernacle or temple worship (such as animal sacrifices). Matthew Henry writes, 

 
It is a holy convocation; that is, “If it lie within your reach, you shall sanctify it in a 

religious assembly: let as many as can come to the door of the tabernacle, and let others 

meet elsewhere for prayer, praise, and the reading of the law,” as in the schools of the 

prophets, while prophecy continued, and afterwards in the synagogues. Christ appointed 

the New Testament Sabbath to be a holy convocation, by meeting his disciples once and 

again (and perhaps oftener) on the first day of the week.... Note, God’s Sabbaths are to be 

religiously observed in every private house, by every family apart, as well as by many 

families together in holy convocations.
14  

 

Acts 15:21. “For Moses has had throughout many generations those who preach him in every 

city, being read in the synagogues every Sabbath” (cf. Ps. 74:8). 

 

Hebrews 10:24-25. “And let us consider one another in order to stir up love and good works, not 

forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as is the manner of some, but exhorting one 

another, and so much the more as you see the Day approaching.”  

 

Unlike everyday activities such as skateboarding, gardening and driving a car, public worship is 

not an area that believers can treat with indifference, for it is not an optional activity. Those who 

regard “all of life as worship” (like those who misinterpret Deuteronomy 4:2) completely 

misunderstand the difference between public worship, the commanded elements of that worship 

and matters indifferent or common to human actions and societies. Once an activity is 

commanded and set apart by God, we cannot treat that activity as optional or adiaphora. Singing 
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praise to God in public worship is in an entirely different category than planting tomatoes, even 

though both are done to God’s glory. 

Second, Christ the king and head of the church has appointed public officers with special 

public functions that require a special public use. “Therefore He says: ‘When He ascended on 

high, He led captivity captive, and gave gifts to men.... And He Himself gave some to be 

apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, and some pastors and teachers, for the equipping of 

the saints for the work of ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ” (Eph. 4:8, 11, 12). The 

Bible has certain requirements for preaching, reading the Scriptures and administrating the 

sacraments in public worship. These worship elements are only to be conducted by an ordained 

teacher or preacher and must not be treated as indifferent activities of everyday life. If there is no 

distinction between all of life and public worship, then why are public ordinances restricted to 

ordained officers in the church? If all of life is worship, then such rules and distinctions would be 

unnecessary. 

Third, when the apostle Paul discusses the conduct of believers during public worship, he 

sets forth regulations that presuppose a sharp distinction between public worship and all of life. 

For example, women may speak at a barbecue and may teach their children during home school, 

yet they are strictly forbidden to speak or teach during the public worship service (cf. 1 Cor. 

14:34; 1 Tim. 2:12-14). Regarding the Lord’s supper, Paul tells believers that they must conduct 

themselves in a proper manner when coming to the Lord’s table. They are to examine themselves 

and are to make sure that they have a special regard for their brethren (1 Cor 11:17-34). The 

regulations regarding this sacrament obviously do not apply to the local picnic or volleyball 

game. There is also a special decorum for public worship that is commanded by Paul. Men are 

not to wear head coverings in church while women are (1 Cor. 11:2-16). However, men may 

wear baseball caps at the ball park. If all of life is worship (as some assert), and thus worship is 

not to be strictly regulated by Scripture, then the apostle Paul’s inspired instructions regarding 

public worship would be superfluous. 

Fourth, the term for church (ekklesia) often denotes a society of professing Christians 

who constitute a local church that meets together for public worship in a particular location (Ac. 

5:11; 11:26; 1 Cor. 11:18; 16:19; Rom. 16:23; Gal. 1:2; 1 Th. 2:14; Col. 4:15; Phm. 2; Rev. 1:11; 

20, etc.). Hodge writes, 

 
God has commanded ecclesiastical communities with constitutions, laws and officers, 

badges, ordinances and discipline, for the great purpose of giving visibility to his 

kingdom, of making known the gospel of that kingdom, and of gathering in all its elect 

subjects.
15

  

 

The New Testament church met together for public worship on the Lord’s day (Ac. 2:1; 20:7; 1 

Cor. 14:23, 26, 34, 35; 16:1, 2). Lord’s day public worship was commanded by God (Lev. 23:3; 

Heb. 10:24-45). It is a period of time that is set apart from everyday life. Public worship consists 

of certain elements that are authorized by Scripture such as: reading the Scriptures (Dt. 31:9-13; 

Neh. 8:7-8; 13:1; 1 Th. 5:27; Col. 4:16; 1 Tim. 4:13); prayer (Ac. 4:31; 1 Cor. 11:13-15); 

preaching from the Bible (Ac. 17:13; 20:8; 1 Cor. 14:28; 1 Tim. 4:13: 2 Tim. 4:2); the 

administration of the sacraments (Mt. 28:19; 1 Cor. 11:18-34) and the singing of Psalms (1 Chr. 

16:9; Ps. 95:1-2; 105:2; 1 Cor. 14:26; Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16). It clearly would be inappropriate to 
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treat public worship conducted by the church in the same manner as areas of life that are 

indifferent or adiaphora. 

Fifth, the Bible teaches that there is a special presence of God in public worship. In a 

special sense Christ is speaking to his covenant people through the preached word. The people as 

a covenant body respond to God’s word with prayer and praise. The confession of sins to God 

includes both individual and corporate sins. When the one body partakes of the Lord’s supper 

(the bread and wine), there is a special blessing that is received from our Lord. Yet an unworthy 

partaking of the supper (e.g. when the corporate assembled body is disregarded, etc.) involves 

covenant sanctions and even death (1 Cor. 11:27-34). Cases of serious public sin and 

excommunication are to be announced during public worship where Christ is present in his court 

(Mt. 18:20), where the excommunicate is delivered to Satan by Christ’s power (1 Cor. 5:4). Not 

only does the congregation receive a special blessing from the public means of grace and God’s 

unique presence, but God is more glorified when he is praised by the corporate body of Christ. 

Clarkson writes, 

 
The Lord has engaged to be with every particular saint, but when the particular are joined 

in public worship, there are all the engagements united together. The Lord engages 

himself to let forth as it were, a stream of his comfortable, quickening presence to every 

particular person that fears him, but when many of these particulars join together to 

worship God, then these several streams are united and meet in one. So that the presence 

of God, which, enjoyed in private, is but a stream, in public becomes a river, a river that 

makes glad the city of God. The Lord has a dish for every particular soul that truly serves 

him; but when many particulars meet together, there is a variety, a confluence, a 

multitude of dishes. The presence of the Lord in public worship makes it a spiritual feast, 

and so it is expressed, Isa. xxv. 6. There is, you see, more of God’s presence in public 

worship, ergo public worship is to be preferred before private.
16

  

 

One should not be surprised that God is present in public worship in a special manner, for 

nothing on earth more resembles the throne room of God in heaven than public worship. Heaven 

is described in Scripture as a place of continued public worship where an innumerable host of 

angels and saints behold the face of God and the Lamb (Rev. 1:9-12). “The innumerable 

company of angels, and the church of the first born, make up one general assembly in the 

heavenly Jerusalem, Heb. xii. 22, 23. They make one glorious congregation, and so jointly 

together sing the praises of him that sits on the throne, and the praises of the Lamb, and continue 

in this public worship to eternity.”
17

  

To argue that all of life is worship and thus public worship is not strictly regulated by 

God’s word is akin to comparing the Lord’s supper to that which is common or profane. 

 

The public assembly is a covenantal gathering, a time and place for God to meet 

directly with His people. He lays down the law, and they are to bless Him in 

return.... Worship is special and it is dialogical in nature. It is also prescribed. The 

fact of being in God’s presence means that not only are general principles to be 

observed, but the very elements of service have been written out beforehand.
18
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3. “The Regulative Principle of Worship Only Applies to the Temple” Argument 
 

Another popular argument against the regulative principle of worship is based on the idea 

that the regulative principle only applied to tabernacle and temple worship. This idea is based on 

the context of the classic regulative principle text, Deuteronomy 12:32, and the notion that God 

was very strict with the tabernacle/temple worship solely because the temple service typified the 

person and work of Jesus Christ. If one accepts this argument then one can conclude that: (1) The 

decentralized worship in Israel that occurred in the synagogue was not strictly regulated. In other 

words, the Israelites could do whatever they desired in worship as long as it did not violate the 

express teaching of Scripture (this is essentially the Episcopal-Lutheran conception of acceptable 

worship). (2) The regulative principle was abrogated with the death of Christ when his perfect 

sacrifice rendered the temple cultus unnecessary. (3) Therefore, the new covenant church has 

nothing to do with the regulative principle and has liberty to devise rites, ceremonies and holy 

days as it desires, as long as the human inventions do not violate or contradict God’s word. 

The idea that the regulative principle only applied to the service of the central sanctuary 

must be rejected for a number of reasons. First, the notion that since Deuteronomy 12:32 is given 

in a section that deals primarily with the tabernacle, and thus only apples to the tabernacle is 

simply assumed without exegetical proof. Are we told anywhere in chapter 12 or anywhere in the 

whole Old or New Testament that the principle of no addition or subtraction is limited to the 

tabernacle or temple? No, we are not. But can we not infer from the context that this ultra-strict 

principle applied only to the tabernacle/temple? No. In fact the context proves the exact opposite. 

While it is true that chapter 12 contains a lengthy discussion of the central sanctuary (in 

particular the need to offer sacrifices and offerings at the central sanctuary) the context of 

Deuteronomy 12:32 also speaks to the matters of the repression of idolatry and syncretism with 

pagan worship that can occur not only at the tabernacle but throughout the whole land of Israel. 

Note the immediate context of the passage: 

 
“When the LORD your God cuts off from before you the nations which you go to 

dispossess, and you displace them and dwell in their land, take heed to yourself that you 

are not ensnared to follow them, after they are destroyed from before you, and that you 

do not inquire after their gods, saying, ‘How did these nations serve their gods? I also 

will do likewise.’ You shall not worship the LORD your God in that way; for every 

abomination to the LORD which He hates they have done to their gods; for they burn 

even their sons and daughters in the fire to their gods. Whatever I command you, be 

careful to observe it; you shall not add to it nor take away from it” (Dt. 12:29-32). 
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The passage applies not just to behavior at the tabernacle but to worship practices throughout the 

whole land of Israel. If Deuteronomy 12:32 only applied to the central sanctuary, why would it 

be used as a foundational verse to suppress pagan idolatry throughout the land? Pagan Canaanite 

worship was decentralized with house idols, local pagan sacred sites, local high places and 

sacred groves. Are we supposed to believe that Deuteronomy 12:32 is only concerned with 

syncretism within the tabernacle proper? Is verse 31 only concerned with suppressing child 

sacrifice within the tabernacle? Of course not! The context of Deuteronomy 12:32 proves that it 

cannot be restricted to the tabernacle/temple. 

Second, Deuteronomy 12:32 cannot be interpreted in isolation from the virtually identical 

sola scriptura passages that apply not only to the tabernacle/temple but to all of life. The sola 

scriptura passages teach that the church does not have autonomy or legislative authority with 

respect to doctrine, ethics or worship ordinances. Note the follow passages. Deuteronomy 4:2. 

“You shall not add to the word which I command you, nor take from it, that you may keep the 

commandments of the LORD your God which I command you.” Proverbs 30:5-6. “Every word 

of God is pure.... Do not add to His words, lest He rebuke you, and you be found a liar.” 

We have already noted in our discussion of Deuteronomy 4:2 that it is sinful for men to 

make up their own ethical rules. Church members would be justly angry and outraged if their 

pastor or session issued a decree that eating meat on Fridays, or wearing blue jeans, or riding a 

bike was now sinful and merited church censure. Deuteronomy 4:2 also forbids church 

authorities from detracting or adding to the worship prescribed in Scripture. The only way that 

Deuteronomy 4:2 can be circumvented by opponents of the regulative principle is to argue that 

the worship of God is not a prescribed matter of law but rather belongs to the sphere of things 

indifferent (adiaphora).  

The idea that the worship of Jehovah (the most sacred and important duty of the church) 

is adiaphora is impossible for two reasons.  

First, adiaphora refers only to indifferent matters that are neither commanded nor 

forbidden, that are not directly regulated by Scripture. Worship, however, is commanded by God. 

 Second, areas of adiaphora are optional. Worship is not optional. Deuteronomy 12:32, 

which is virtually identical to 4:2, is given in the context of worship to emphasize: (1) Scripture’s 

sole authority over worship, (2) the covenant people’s lack of legislative authority to determine 

or make up their own worship and (3) the necessity of sticking strictly to what God’s word says 

to avoid human additions which because of man’s inherent depravity lead to syncretism and sin. 

The regulative principle is simply sola scriptura applied to the sphere of worship. Those who 

apply Deuteronomy 12:32 solely to the temple do so only because they do not understand 

Deuteronomy 4:2 and the full implication of sola scriptura. 

Third, the idea that the regulative principle only applied to the temple ignores the fact that 

tabernacle/temple worship contained ceremonial and non-ceremonial ordinances. The sacrificing 

of animals, the burning of incense and the priestly and Levitical use of instruments during the 

sacrifice were ceremonial. But the reading of Scripture, prayer and the singing of praise were not 

ceremonial. This assertion is proved from the fact that Scripture reading (1 Th. 5:27; Col. 4:16; 1 

Tim. 4:13), prayer (Mt. 6:9; 1 Th. 5:17; Ac. 4:31; 1 Cor. 11:13-15; Phil. 4:6; Jas. 1:5) and the 

singing of praise (Mt. 26:30; Ac. 16:25; 1 Cor. 14:26; Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16; Heb. 13:15; Jas. 

5:13) are all integral aspects of Christian worship after the dissolution of the temple and the 

abrogation of ceremonial ordinances. Therefore, it is overly simplistic and exegetically unsound 

to argue that the regulative principle was annulled with the ceremonial order. If the regulative 



principle applied to the temple worship, then it also regulated the non-ceremonial worship that 

occurred there. 

Those who use the argument that the regulative principle applied solely to the temple and 

thus was abrogated with the ceremonial law are guilty of making a total antithesis between 

temple worship and synagogue/Christian public worship. One cannot deny that the temple cultus 

typified Christ and His work. However, one must not overlook the fact that the temple was also a 

place of worship (Jn. 4:21) and prayer (Mt. 21:13). A number of the crucial elements of Christian 

public worship were first practiced in the temple. Bushell writes, 

 
To the Old Testament Jew, the Temple ritual was the very epitome of worship, 

and all exercises of piety were in one way or another related back to that source. 

Liturgical practices in the synagogue in many instances corresponded directly to those of 

the Temple. Prayer, for example, was offered in the synagogue at the time of the Temple 

offerings. Outside, the Temple prayer was always offered facing the Temple or 

Jerusalem. The synagogues were considered sanctuaries in miniature, even to the point 

that the furniture in the synagogue (such as the Ark and the seven-branched candelabra) 

was patterned after that of the Temple. Considering, therefore, the importance of the 

Temple even for worship outside of Jerusalem, it would seem reasonable to postulate a 

greater degree of continuity between Christian worship practice and certain aspects of the 

Temple liturgy than most authorities are willing to admit. The paucity of references in the 

literature to the influence of the Temple liturgy on Christian worship is an unbalanced 

situation that needs very much to be corrected. It is our opinion that the Temple rather 

than the synagogue is the ultimate source of a number of the most important aspects of 

Christian worship. That many of these aspects may have been mediated by the synagogue 

is beside the point, at least in so far as our concern with the subject goes.
19

  

 

While the attempts to limit the regulative principle to the temple are clever, they have absolutely 

no foundation in Scripture. The worship of the temple itself proves that the regulative principle 

cannot be restricted to ceremonial ordinances. 

Fourth, there are a number of passages that apply the regulative principle outside the 

sphere of tabernacle/temple worship. If there is even one passage of Scripture that applies the 

regulative principle outside of tabernacle temple worship, then the assertion that the regulative 

principle applied only to the temple falls to the ground. We will examine three passages. 

(1) In Matthew 15:1-3 Jesus condemned the Pharisees for adding ritualistic washing that 

occurred in the home and not in the temple to the law. “Then the scribes and Pharisees who were 

from Jerusalem came to Jesus, saying, ‘Why do Your disciples transgress the tradition of the 

elders? For they do not wash their hands when they eat bread.’ He answered and said to them, 

‘Why do you also transgress the commandment of God because of your tradition?’” This passage 

poses a serious problem for those who teach that the regulative principle applied only to the 

temple, and thus man-made traditions are permissible as long as they do not violate the express 

teaching of Scripture. Where is the washing of hands condemned in God’s word? If human 

additions are permissible in the religious sphere, what could be any more innocent, pragmatic or 

practical than a simple hand washing? Yet our Lord not only refused to submit to this man-made 

religious rite but also strongly rebuked the Pharisees for adding a human rule to God’s word. 

“Washing of the hands is a thing proper enough; one could wish it were oftener practiced; but to 
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exalt it into a religious rite is a folly and a sin.”
20

 The disciples of Christ were well trained, for 

they knew that any human tradition, no matter how good and innocent, must not be complied 

with when it is given a religious significance and status by man without divine warrant. “Note, 

illegal impositions will be laid to the charge of those who support and maintain them [human 

traditions in worship], and keep them up, as well as those who first invented and enjoined 

them.”
21

 “Antiquity and Fathers without Scripture is the old charter of superstitious formalists.... 

Hence learn: That God in wisdom brings men’s ceremonies to a dispute and so to be refuted and 

condemned....”
22

  

Jesus is a champion of the regulative principle. He rejects the most innocuous of religious 

traditions and also shows us how human traditions and laws drive out and thus set aside what 

God has condemned. Rutherford writes, 

 
And when the Pharisees saw some of the disciples eat bread with unwashed hands, they 

found fault. The challenge was for an external omission of an outward observance which 

may be seen with the eyes. Ergo, these traditions are not condemned by Christ because 

they were contrary to God’s word, or impious, but in this, that they were contrary because 

not commanded. For in the external religious act of washing hands, there was no impiety 

of a wicked opinion objected to Christ’s disciples, about the piety of these traditions, nor 

about any inward opinion. Nor is there any question between the Pharisees and the Lord’s 

disciples, whether the traditions of the elders should be esteemed the marrow and sum of 

all religions, as Vasquez saith; but only anent external conformity with walking in the 

traditions of the elders, or not walking, as is most clear in the text. It is true, Christ 

objected they accounted more of the traditions of men, nor of God’s commandments, as 

papists and formalists do; but that was not the state of the question between the disciples 

of Christ and the Pharisees. 2. Christ rejecteth these traditions, by an argument taken 

from the want of lawful Author, while he calls them precepts of men, opposed to the 

commandments of God.
23

  

 

People who oppose the regulative principle often attempt to circumvent the obvious import of 

these passages by appealing to the context. They argue that the example set forth by Christ in 

verses 4 and 5 (of the person who follows a human tradition in order not to provide for his 

parents in old age) informs us that Christ only had negative traditions in mind, that is, traditions 

which nullified, set apart or contradicted God’s word. The problem with this interpretation is that 

it completely ignores verse 2 or the original confrontation that elicited Jesus’ response in verses 

3 to 9. Jesus gives an example of why adding human requirements to God’s word is wrong. 

Human requirements eventually displace God’s word. (Anyone with knowledge of Judaism or 

the history of the Christian church knows that our Lord’s teaching is true.) The fact that Christ 

gives such an example does not detract at all from verse 2 where the most innocent and 

apparently harmless of human traditions (hand washing) is regarded as totally inappropriate. 

How does washing one’s hands contradict, violate or set apart God’s word? Jesus condemns the 

Pharisees for assuming (contrary to Scripture) that religious leaders have legislative authority in 

the church. When church leaders give themselves authority to invent out of their own 

imaginations doctrines or commandments, the eventual result is declension and even apostasy. 
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Note also that in verse 9 Jesus unequivocally condemns all human doctrines and commandments 

in religion. “And in vain they worship Me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men” 

(Mt. 15:9; cf. Isa. 29:13). 

Further, the parallel passage in Mark 7 settles the matter once and for all, because in the 

Markian account Jesus explicitly identifies the traditions that he condemns as including religious 

washings.
24

 “He answered and said to them, ‘Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is 

written: “This people honors Me with their lips, but their heart is far from Me. And in vain they 

worship Me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.” For laying aside the 

commandment of God, you hold the tradition of men—the washing of pitchers and cups, and 

many other such things you do.’ He said to them, ‘All too well you reject the commandment of 

God, that you may keep your tradition’” (vs. 6-9). “It is just as easy to destroy the authority of 

God’s Word by addition as by subtraction, by burying it under human inventions as by denying 

its truth. The whole Bible, and nothing but the Bible, must be our rule of faith—nothing added 

and nothing taken away.”
25

 Our Lord does not just condemn negative, bad or contradictory 

human traditions but all of them without exception. Spurgeon writes, 

 
Religion based on human authority is worthless; we must worship the true God in the 

way of his own appointing, or we do not worship him at all. Doctrines and ordinances are 

only to be accepted when the divine Word supports them, and they are to be accepted for 

that reason only. The most punctilious form of devotion is vain worship, if it is regulated 

by man’s ordinance apart from the Lord’s own command.
26

  

 

After briefly examining Christ’s teaching in context one can only conclude that the argument that 

our Lord is only condemning certain bad religious traditions rather than any and all human 

traditions is eisegesis of the worst sort. 

Attempts at circumventing passages such as Matthew 15:2-9 which prove the regulative 

principle are not new but are (in general matters) restatements of old popish and prelatical 
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arguments long ago rejected by the Reformed churches. Note the words of Zacharias Ursinus 

(written in the 1570s and first published in the 1580s): 

 
There are some who object to what we have here said, and affirm in support of will-

worship, that those passages which we have cited as condemning it, speak only in 

reference to the ceremonies instituted by Moses, and of the unlawful commandments of 

men, such as constitute no part of the worship of God; and not of those precepts which 

have been sanctioned by the church and bishops, and which command nothing contrary to 

the Word of God. But that this argument is false, may be proven by certain declarations 

connected with those passages of Scripture to which we have referred, which likewise 

reject those human laws, which, upon their own authority, prescribe anything in reference 

to divine worship which God has not commanded, although the thing itself is neither 

sinful nor forbidden by God. So Christ rejects the tradition which the Jews had in regard 

to washing their hands, because they associated with it the idea of divine worship, 

although it was not sinful in itself, saying, ‘Not that which goeth into the mouth defileth a 

man, but that which cometh out of the mouth, this defileth a man.’ ‘Woe unto you Scribes 

and Pharisees, hypocrites; for ye make clean the outside of the cup and platter, but within 

ye are full of extortion and excess.’ (Matthew 15:11; 23, 25). The same thing may be said 

of celibacy and of the distinction of meats and days, of which he calls ‘doctrines of 

devils,’ although in themselves they are lawful to the godly, as he in other places teaches. 

Wherefore, those things are also which are in themselves indifferent, that is neither 

commanded nor prohibited by God, if they are prescribed and done as the worship of 

God, or if it is supposed that God is honored by our performing them, and dishonored by 

neglecting them, it is plainly manifest that the Scriptures in these and similar places 

condemn them.
27

  

 

(2) Another passage of Scripture which disproves the “temple only” theory is Colossians 

2:20-23, “Therefore, if you died with Christ from the basic principles of the world, why, as 

though living in the world, do you subject yourselves to regulations—’Do not touch, do not taste, 

do not handle,’ which all concern things which perish with the using—according to the 

commandments and doctrines of men? These things indeed have an appearance of wisdom in 

self-imposed religion, false humility, and neglect of the body, but are of no value against the 

indulgence of the flesh.” The apostle Paul, writing under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit 

several years after the regulative principle was supposedly abolished, rigorously enforced the 

regulative principle. 

Paul says that any addition to what God has commanded or authorized is self-imposed 

religion, or as the King James Version says, “will-worship.” The Greek word used by Paul 

(ethelothreskeia) signifies worship that originates from man’s own will. “This is worship not 

enjoined by God, but springing out of man’s own ingenuity—unauthorized devotion.... The 

worship referred to is unsolicited and unaccepted. It is superstition....”
28

  

 
The gist is that these ordinances are forms of worship or religious service chosen by man 

according to the will of man, not means chosen by God. This is the essence of corrupt 

worship, when men seek to establish their own forms of religious service. We might call 
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it free-will worship, since the advocates of man-made worship are claiming that men 

possess the right (or freedom) to institute acceptable means to worship God.
29

  

 

Paul says that adding to God’s Word is a show of false humility. Can man improve upon the 

worship and service that God has instituted? It is the height of arrogance and stupidity to think 

that sinful man can improve upon God’s ordinances. “It is provoking God, because it reflects 

much upon His honor, as if He were not wise enough to appoint the manner of His own worship. 

He hates all strange fire to be offered in His temple. Lev. x 11. A ceremony may in time lead to a 

crucifix. Those who contend for the cross in baptism, why not have the oil, salt and cream as 

well?”
30

 As Paul says, man-made rules and regulations are “of no value” to the believer (Col. 

2:23). 

Opponents of the regulative principle attempt to circumvent the teaching of Colossians in 

a similar fashion to the Matthew 15:2ff. passage. They argue that Paul is not condemning all 

human traditions but is merely concerned with suppressing certain types of asceticism. In other 

words, it is wrong to make rules that forbid the eating of meats and other foods, but it is entirely 

acceptable to invent worship practices, holy days and rites. 

There are a number of reasons why Paul’s condemnation of human requirements cannot 

be limited to certain ascetic eating practices.  

First, the broad context of the passage indicates that Paul emphatically rejects all human 

traditions in the religious sphere and not merely ascetic dietary laws. The likely problem at the 

Colossian church was the influence of an early form of ascetic Gnosticism. Paul does condemn 

Gnostic legalism in chapter 2. However, in his condemnation of this particular philosophy and 

the false ethical system that flows from it Paul condemns all forms of non-Christian philosophy 

and all worship and ethics that are founded upon human philosophy and the tradition of men. In 

this epistle Paul first points the Colossians to Jesus Christ. The Colossian believers need to be 

reminded that Christ is pre-eminent (1:18); that in Christ, who is the head of all, they are 

complete (2:10); that some have not been holding fast the Head (2:19); that in Christ are hidden 

all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge (2:3). Christ alone is the king and head of the church. 

He alone is our sanctification. Through Christ alone and his law-word come right doctrine, 

meaning and ethics. Thus Paul writes, “Beware lest anyone cheat you through philosophy and 

empty deceit, according to the tradition of men, according to the basic principles of the world, 

and not according to Christ” (Col. 2:8). Calvin writes, 

 
According to the tradition of men. He points out more precisely what kind of philosophy 

he reproves, and at the same time convicts it of vanity on a twofold account—because it 

is not according to Christ, but according to the inclinations of men; and because it 

consists in the elements of the world. Observe, however, that he places Christ in 

opposition to the elements of the world, equally as to the tradition of men, by which he 

intimates, that whatever is hatched in man’s brain is not in accordance with Christ, who 

has been appointed us by the Father as our sole Teacher; that he might retain us in the 

simplicity of his gospel. Now, that is corrupted by even a small portion of the leaven of 

human traditions. He intimates also, that all doctrines are foreign to Christ that make the 

worship of God, which we know to be spiritual, according to Christ’s rule, to consist in 
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the elements of the world, and also such as fetter the minds of men by such trifles and 

frivolities, while Christ calls us directly to himself.
31

  

 

Paul’s condemnation of philosophy that is according to the tradition of men is universal. 

One cannot argue that Paul in this passage condemns only ascetic Gnosticism yet does not also 

condemn the philosophies of Kant, Hegel, Schliermacher, Marx and Dewey. For Paul there is no 

such thing as philosophical or ethical neutrality. A doctrine or practice is either according to 

Christ or it is not. And if it is not, then it comes from man’s autonomous devising and is 

(according to Paul) a tradition of men. Therefore, when Paul condemns human regulations in 

2:20-23, he uses the same universal language. In verse 20 Paul asks those in error at Colossae the 

question (to paraphrase): “Why do you act like unsaved people who are still living in accordance 

with a pagan worldview and thus subject yourself to human regulations?” Then in verse 21 Paul 

gives specific examples. Are the man-made regulations mentioned in verse 21 the only human 

traditions that Paul forbids? No. Given the universal condemnation of human philosophy and 

tradition that both precedes and follows verse 21, the human requirements of verse 21 must be 

viewed as a few examples taken from the universal category of human philosophy and traditions. 

There is no way that Paul’s statement in verse 22, “according to the commandments and 

doctrines of men,” can be restricted to the regulations of ascetic Gnosticism anymore than the 

condemnation of human philosophy in verse 8 can be restricted to one Greek sect. Further, the 

statement in verse 22, “according to the commandments and doctrines of men,” mirrors the 

condemnation of Jewish traditions in doctrines and ethics found in Isaiah 19:13 and Matthew 

15:2-9. The Bible condemns human additions and requirements, whether these man-made 

traditions in doctrines, ethics or worship are Jewish, Greek, Persian, Roman, German, English or 

American. 

Second, the interpretation that says that Paul forbids the addition of some human 

philosophies and traditions into the doctrines, ethics and worship of the church, yet permits other 

human traditions, violates standard orthodox Protestant methods of interpretation. A study of 

both the Old and New Testaments proves beyond a shadow of a doubt that God forbids additions 

or subtractions to the doctrine, ethics and worship set forth in divine revelation (Dt. 4:2; 12:32; 

Prov. 30:6; Gen 4:3-5; Lev. 10:1-2; 2 Sam. 6:3-7; 1 Chr. 15:13-15; Jer. 7:24, 31, 19:5; Isa. 29:13; 

Num. 15:39-40; Mt. 15:2-9; Jn. 4:24; Rev. 2:18, 19; etc.). This assertion is simply the Reformed 

confessional understanding of sola scriptura which has been discussed in earlier portions of this 

study. The attempt to make Paul a good Episcopalian, Lutheran or Romanist on the issue of 

human tradition involves a willful ignorance of the overall teaching of Scripture. The human 

heart is so incredibly deceitful that through self-deception and the subtleties of human reason it 

develops loopholes for human autonomy where none exist. Therefore, our only hope for 

maintaining purity in doctrine, ethics and worship is to strictly adhere to and obey God’s 

commands without departing to the right or to the left. 

(3) Another passage which disproves the “temple only” theory is John 4:21-24: “Jesus 

said to her, ‘Woman, believe Me, the hour is coming when you will neither on this mountain, nor 

in Jerusalem, worship the Father. You worship what you do not know; we know what we 

worship, for salvation is of the Jews. But the hour is coming, and now is, when the true 

worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth; for the Father is seeking such to worship 

Him. God is Spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth.’” When Jesus 
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discussed worship with the Samaritan woman and contrasted old covenant worship with new 

covenant worship, he taught that worship in both dispensations was to be conducted upon the 

same principles. Note the phrase, “the hour is coming and now is” (v. 23). Although the death of 

Christ eliminated all the typical and ceremonial aspects of old covenant worship, the need to 

worship God “in spirit and truth” was not a new principle, for it was already in effect when Jesus 

spoke these words. According to Jesus, God is to be worshiped in spirit and truth, not because 

the temple represents Christ and the gospel, but because of God’s nature and character. Bushell 

writes, 

 
The Spirit that is the source of eternal life must also be the source of true worship. If we 

assume that the Spirit works only in and through His word, it is a fair inference from this 

principle that all true worship must be founded upon the Holy Scriptures.... Acceptable 

worship must be consonant with the character of God as it is revealed to us in the 

Scriptures, and must be in conformity with that sufficient rule at every point. Only that 

worship that proceeds ultimately from the Spirit through His word is pleasing to God.
32

  

 

This passage of Scripture by itself refutes that idea that the regulative principle applied 

only to the temple, for when Jesus begins this discussion, it is clear that he was speaking of the 

temple worship in Jerusalem (v. 21). Therefore, when he says that the same worship principle of 

“spirit and truth” that is now operative in the old covenant era will also be operative in the new 

covenant era, he is connecting the strict worship principle that regulated the temple to the new 

covenant church. If believers of both old and new covenant eras want to worship God properly, 

they must do so only in accordance with his nature and character. And the only way to approach 

God in a manner that pleases him is to approach him on his own terms in accordance with his 

own rules. This means that worship must be prescribed by Scripture and not by sinful men. God 

who is truth itself must be worshiped according to truth and not man’s imagination. The 

Westminster Larger Catechism says: “The sins forbidden in the second commandment are: all 

devising, counseling, commanding, using, and any wise approving any religious worship not 

instituted by God Himself...” (Larger Catechism #109). The idea that the regulative principle 

only applied to the tabernacle/temple worship has no biblical support, contradicts the clear 

teaching of Scripture and therefore must be rejected. 

 

4. The “Circumstances of Worship” Argument 
 

A common method of avoiding the full implication of sola scriptura in the sphere of 

worship is to confuse and blur the distinction between worship ordinances and the circumstances 

of worship. The statement of the Westminster Confession regarding circumstances of worship 

(1.6) is often used as a justification to introduce human traditions and innovations into the public 

worship of God. An opponent to the regulative principle writes, 

 
We are here simply insisting that the Westminster Confession’s admission concerning 

“circumstances” of worship “that there are some circumstances concerning the worship 

of God, and government of the church, common to human actions and societies, which 

are to be ordered by the light of nature, and Christian prudence according to the general 

rules of the Word, which are always to be observed“—is, in truth, a far more 
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comprehensive statement of God’s will for New Order worship than is recognized in 

some quarters.
33

  

 

It is common for opponents of the regulative principle (and for men who claim adherence to the 

regulative principle yet who refuse to apply to apply it to certain areas of worship because of a 

love of human traditions) to add human innovations and traditions to the worship of God and 

then arbitrarily declare the additions to be circumstances of worship. This tactic, which leads to 

the corruption of worship, is simply a more sophisticated, up to date version of the Lutheran 

notion that their additions all belong to the sphere of adiaphora. This method of circumventing 

the regulative principle is not a direct frontal attack upon sola scriptura over worship but rather 

is clever side-stepping or back-door evasion of the regulative principle. In denominations that 

adhere to Reformed confessions (thus officially adhering to the regulative principle) yet have 

backslid and departed from biblical worship, apologists for declension and the status quo have 

developed some clever unbiblical arguments. Some popular examples of such argumentation are 

as follows. 

(1) Some argue that singing is not a separate element of worship but is merely a 

circumstance of worship. Bahnsen writes, “Is singing a separate ‘element’ of worship or a 

‘circumstance’ of worship? If the latter, it does not require biblical warrant according to the 

regulative principle. I have argued that singing is simply a means to (one circumstance through 

which to) pray, praise, exhort, or teach—rather than an element of worship itself.”
34

 What 

Bahnsen is saying is that the general command to praise God is an element of worship, but how 

this command to praise is carried out is a mere circumstance of worship. Thus, a person could 

praise God through singing, or silent meditation, or speaking, or even through drama or dance, 

for the circumstances of worship are not strictly regulated by God’s word. 

(2) Many argue that musical accompaniment to the singing of praise in public worship is 

a circumstance of worship. Theologian John Frame gives a typical example of this argument. He 

writes, 

 
Churches in the Covenanter tradition, such as the Reformed Presbyterian Church of 

North America, often justify the use of pitch pipes as ‘circumstance,’ while rejecting the 

use of organs and pianos as unauthorized ‘elements.’ The logic of this distinction escapes 
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me. If it is legitimate to use a pitch pipe to give the congregation the first note of a song, 

why shouldn’t we also give the congregation help with the second note, the third, and the 

rhythm?
35

  

 

Others point out that the use of musical instruments in worship is “common to human actions 

and societies.” Therefore (they argue) it must be a circumstance of worship. 

(3) Many pastors and sessions in Reformed or Presbyterian denominations who have 

special Christmas and Easter services yet who understand that such services have no warrant in 

God’s word argue that choosing a text for a sermon is a circumstance of worship. Therefore, it is 

entirely permissible (as a circumstance of worship) for the pastor to preach on the incarnation on 

or near December 25. Thus, one can find many a Presbyterian church following a Romanist or 

Anglican church calendar with the excuse that doing so is only a circumstance of worship.
36

  

In order to refute arguments intended to circumvent Scripture’s sole authority in 

authorizing worship elements, it is necessary to briefly consider the difference between the 

circumstances of worship and worship ordinances.  

The first difference is that worship ordinances are prescribed or determined from 

Scripture. Every part or element of worship must be based on either an explicit command from 

the Bible (e.g., “Do this in remembrance of Me” [Lk. 22:19]); or an approved historical example 

from Scripture (e.g., the change from the seventh day to the first day of the week for corporate 

worship);
37

 or by logical inference from the Bible (i.e., there may not be an explicit command 

but when several passages are compared they teach or infer a scriptural practice).
38

 Because the 
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elements of worship must be proved from Scripture, they are finite in number; and, because the 

canon of Scripture is closed, the elements are fixed and unchanging. The circumstances of 

worship are not determinable from the Bible. Although public worship is required on the Lord’s 

day (the Christian sabbath), the time to meet is not prescribed. Other circumstances of worship 

are: the type of building to meet in; the type of seating; the location of the meeting house; the 

particular psalm selections; the choice of what text to preach on; the choice of Scripture reading, 

etc. The circumstances of worship are determined by Christian prudence (i.e., sanctified common 

sense) according to the general rules of Scripture (e.g.: What time to meet would be the most 

convenient and edifying for the congregation? What Psalm selections are most appropriate for 

the sermon text? What type of building design will help the congregation focus on the preached 

word? etc.).  

Some circumstances are determined by the pastor (e.g., the sermon text); others by the 

session (e.g., the time to meet) and others by heads of households and individuals (e.g., Should I 

wear a blue, black grey or brown suit to church? etc.). Unlike worship elements, the 

circumstances of worship are virtually infinite in number and frequently change. Remember, if 

something in public worship is determinable by Scripture, then it cannot be a circumstance of 

worship. Furthermore, note that only God has the authority to take something that is a 

circumstance of worship and make it a worship ordinance. For example, there is nothing 

intrinsically special regarding any particular day of the week. Yet God has the authority to set 

aside a particular day and make it religiously significant. There is nothing religiously significant 

or special regarding any particular piece of land on the earth. Yet, in the old covenant era, God 

made Jerusalem and the temple a special religious place. Therefore, when men add their own 

holy day, or make up a holy place or object, or bring musical instruments or non-inspired hymns 

into the worship of Jehovah, they are usurping God’s authority. 

Once one understands that worship ordinances are commanded or prescribed by Scripture 

then he will not be misguided by those who attempt to blur the distinction between the elements 

or parts of worship and the circumstances of worship. For example (as noted above), many 

pastors today argue that the use of musical instruments in public worship is a circumstance of 

worship. To someone who is not familiar with the Bible this argument sounds plausible. After 

all, are not musical instruments used in all cultures and nations? Are they not also commonly 

used in religious ceremonies? The problem with this argument is that the use of musical 

instruments was commanded by God and only priests and Levites were authorized to play them 

in association with the temple cultus (Num. 10:18, 10; 1 Chr. 15:14-24, 23:5, 28:11-13, 19; 2 

Chr. 5:11-14, 29:26; Ezra 3:10; Neh. 12:27, etc.). If musical instruments were only a 

circumstance of worship, and if any Israelite could play musical instruments in worship, then 

such commands would be totally unnecessary and out of place. Something incidental to worship 

by nature is incidental or discretionary in all circumstances. 

Second, anything in worship which holds a religious or moral significance is an element 

or part of worship and therefore must have divine warrant. The circumstances of worship are 

“common to human actions and societies.” Note the following illustrations for clarification. If a 

church in first-century Palestine had a bucket of water inside the door that believers used to rinse 
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the dust off their feet before they sat down, then this rinsing of the feet would not be religiously 

significant. But if the elders of that church instructed church members to dip their hand in the 

water and make the sign of the cross or take some water and toss it in the air while saying a 

certain prayer, then they would be guilty of adding a human tradition to the worship of God. 

Many pastors have a glass of water on or near the pulpit to drink during the sermon. There is 

nothing religiously significant regarding a glass of water. However, if the pastor blesses the glass 

of water and then dips a baby rattle in it and starts sprinkling church members while mumbling 

in Latin, then he has added a human tradition to worship. Today there are many human additions 

to worship that clearly have crossed the line and are regarded as holding a special, sacred or 

religious significance (e.g., the sign of the cross, holy water, priestly garments, prayer candles, 

kneeling at communion, the altar call, religious drama, liturgical dance, the “Christian” calendar, 

saints’ days, holy days [apart from the Sabbath], etc.). 

Third, worship ordinances are practices that are required by Scripture and therefore are 

not voluntary or optional. That is, they are biblically necessary. Church members do not have the 

option of eliminating the sermon, the Scripture reading or the sacraments, etc. (in fact, 

evangelicals often consider sects that omit such things as cults). Circumstances are not required 

or biblically necessary. Worship services are not dependent upon buildings, seating and pulpits. 

The circumstances of worship are matters that can be changed, eliminated or added without any 

consequence to public worship. No Christian would argue that the Lord’s supper was optional. 

Yet would anyone be taken seriously who argued that a music soloist, or a drama skit, or a 

puppet show, or a rock band, or an altar call, or an incense procession, or a whirling dervish were 

necessary aspects of worship? When churches take non-required and unnecessary human 

traditions and add them to the worship of God, they detract from what God has prescribed; mix 

that which is profane with that which is truly religiously significant; and offend God who has not 

appointed such things. 

The attempt to broaden the definition of the circumstances of worship, or to blur the 

distinction between worship elements and circumstances, or to merge distinct elements into 

broad categories, is unscriptural and anti-Confessional.
39

 One must never treat the elements of 
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worship as abstractions that can be molded to fit one’s own preconceptions of what is 

permissible in worship. The proper biblical interpretive procedure lets the Bible tell us what the 

distinct elements of worship are and lets Scripture delineate the rules for each element. Although 

it is true that the elements of singing praise, preaching or teaching and prayer can have certain 

aspects in common (e.g., many psalms contains prayer, prayer can contain praise and sermons 

can contain praise and supplication, etc.), the idea that these distinct elements can be collapsed 

into one category (e.g., teaching) or that the specific rules given by Scripture for one element can 

be applied to the other parts of worship completely breaks down when one examines the specific 

rules and context that the Bible gives to each separate ordinance. Note the follow examples. 

(1) One element is preaching from the Bible (Mt. 26:13; Mk 16:15; Ac. 9:20; 17:10; 

20:8; 1 Cor. 14:28; 2 Tim. 4:2). Preaching involves reasoning from the Scriptures (cf. Ac. 17:2-

3; 18:4, 19; 24:25) and explaining or expounding God’s word (cf. Mk. 4:34; Lk. 24:27; Ac. 2:14-

40; 17:3; 18:36; 28:23). New covenant teachers did not speak by divine interpretation but 

interpreted divinely inspired Scripture. In the same manner the Old Testament Levitical teachers 

explained and interpreted the inscripturated law to the covenant people (cf. Neh. 8:7-8; Lev. 

10:8-11; Dt. 17:8-13; 24:8; 31:9-13; 33:8; 2 Chr. 15:3; 17:7-9; 19:8-10; 30:22; 35:3; Ezr. 7:1-11; 

Ezek. 44:15, 23-24; Hos. 4:6; Mal. 2:1, 5-8). There are specific biblical rules that apply to 

preaching that distinguish it from other elements such as praise and prayer. While both men and 

women can pray (Ac. 1:13-14, 1 Cor. 11:5) and sing praise (Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16; Jas. 1:5) only 

men (1 Cor. 14:34-35; 1 Tim. 2:11-14) who are called by God and set apart to the gospel 

ministry can preach (Mt. 28:18-20; Ac. 9:15; 13:1-5; Rom. 10:14-15; Eph. 4:11-12; 2 Tim. 4:2, 

etc.). Therefore, the idea that singing praise is not an element of worship but only one way to 

teach or a circumstance of teaching is clearly unscriptural. If singing praise was simply one given 

method of teaching, then women would be forbidden to sing praise in church, for they are 
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forbidden to teach in the public assemblies. Furthermore, if singing were a circumstance of 

worship, then it would be optional and could be excluded from public worship altogether. 

(2) Another part of worship is the singing of Psalms (1 Chr. 16:9; Ps. 95:1-2; 105:2; 1 

Cor. 14:26; Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16). Unlike preaching, where the minister uses his own uninspired 

words to exposit Scripture, singing praise involves only the use of Spirit-inspired songs. In the 

Bible prophetic inspiration was a requirement for writing worship songs for the church (cf. Ex. 

15:20-21; Jdg. 5; Isa. 5:1; 26:1ff; 2 Sam 23:1, 2; 1 Chr. 25:5; 2 Chr. 29:30; 35:15; Mt. 22:43-44; 

Mk. 12:36; Ac. 1:16-17; 2:29-31; 4:24-25). The writing of worship songs in the Old Testament 

was so intimately connected with prophetic inspiration that 2 Kings 23:2 and 2 Chronicles 34:30 

use the term “Levite” and “prophet” interchangeably. 

(3) Reading the Bible is also a part of public worship (Mk. 4:16-20; Ac. 1:13; 13:15; 

16:13; 1 Cor. 11:20; 1 Tim. 4:13; Rev. 1:13). Obviously, Scripture reading requires reading from 

the Bible alone. Reading from the Apocrypha or Shakespeare or uninspired Christian poetry or 

theology books cannot be substituted for this element. Scripture reading, like preaching but 

unlike singing praise, is restricted to ministers of the gospel (Ex. 24:7; Josh 8:34-35; Dt. 31:9-13; 

Neh. 8:7-8; 13:1; 1 Th. 5:27; Col. 4:16; 1 Tim. 4:3). 

(4) Another element of worship is prayer to God (Dt. 22:5; Mt. 6:9; 1 Cor. 11:13-15; 1 

Th. 5:17; Phil. 4:6; Heb. 13:18; Jas. 1:5). Unlike the elements of singing praise and reading the 

Scriptures, the Bible authorizes the use of our own words in prayer, as long as we follow the 

pattern or model given to us by Christ (cf. Mt. 6:9). God promises his people that the Holy Spirit 

will assist them when they form their prayers (cf. Zech. 12:10; Rom. 8:26-27). 

A brief consideration of the elements of worship noted above proves that the rules that apply to 

one element (e.g., prayer) cannot be applied to another element (e.g., singing praise or reading 

the Bible) without violating Scripture. Our consideration has also proved that collapsing various 

elements into broad categories violates God’s word. The only reason people artificially construct 

such broad categories is to avoid the specific rules that God has instituted for each particular 

element of worship. Feminists do so to accommodate women reading the Scriptures and 

preaching in church. Others do so to allow a drama group to substitute for the sermon. There are 

also many who do so in order to substitute the uninspired songs of men for the inspired Psalms of 

God. 

 

5. The “Jesus Accepted and Participated in Human Traditions” Argument 
 

A popular argument against the regulative principle is that Jesus himself did not believe 

in it, for he accepted and even participated in man-made religious traditions. It is argued that 

Jesus celebrated the Passover according to the non-authorized Rabbinical tradition; that is, the 

Jewish Seder with all its human additions. Regarding the Jewish Seder (Hebrew for “order”) 

there is no question but that the Pharisees added their own rituals to the meal. Wilson writes, 

 
The meal included various symbolic elements, each consumed at specified points 

throughout the evening. These included roasted lamb, bitter herbs, unleavened bread, 

[haroset] (pastry mixture of nuts, fruit, and wine), and a raw vegetable dipped into a tart 

liquid. At various intervals four cups of wine, a symbol of joy, were consumed. The wine 



was probably mixed with water and heated (cf. Pesahim vii.13). Ritual hand-washings, 

prayers, and portions of the Hallel (Pss. 113-119) also punctuated the observance.
40

  

 

What is the textual evidence that is offered as proof that Jesus participated in the various 

Rabbinical additions? The only “evidence” that is offered is the fact that Jesus drank wine. It is 

assumed that since Christ and the apostles had wine with their meal, that they must also have 

participated in a Seder with its additional rituals. Note: Not one of the Jewish additions—the 

rituals of the Seder—is mentioned in any of the various accounts of the Last Supper. When the 

virtually universal practice of the Jews in Jesus’ day was to drink wine with their meals, is the 

Jewish Seder theory a necessary inference from the text or pure speculation? Is it theologically 

and pastorally responsible to develop a theology of worship on pure speculation and guesswork? 

But what about the use of wine? Some argue that since the use of wine is not commanded 

in the original institution of the Passover it therefore is a human innovation in a religious ritual. 

Is the use of wine a violation of the regulative principle? No, for the Passover was a meal, and 

the drinking of a beverage is an ordinary, necessary circumstance of eating (especially if one is 

eating roasted lamb, unyeasted bread and bitter herbs). During the feast of unleavened bread the 

Israelites were commanded to eat unleavened bread for seven days (Ex. 12:15ff.) Yet nothing is 

mentioned whatsoever of any beverages to be drunk. Obviously God was not requiring the Jews 

to die of thirst in the hot Egyptian climate. The fact that Christ and the disciples drank wine with 

(or after) their meal was not significant at all until Jesus made it a gospel ordinance in the Lord’s 

supper. An argument from an historical account must be based on the written account itself, not 

on assumptions about what happened. 

Not only is the “Jewish Seder” theory totally speculative, but it also violates standard 

Protestant methods of interpretation (i.e., the analogy of Scripture). Whenever an interpreter 

encounters a difficult or unclear passage, he must use the clearer portions of Scripture to interpret 

the less clear. Does it make sense to interpret Jesus’ actions at the Last Supper in a manner that 

contradicts the clear teaching of both the Old and New Testaments? Are the sola scriptura or 

regulative principle passages unclear or difficult to understand? Should one choose an 

interpretation that makes Jesus look incompetent and hypocritical? Jesus frequently condemned 

the Pharisees for adding human traditions to God’s word, including religious hand washings (Mt. 

15:2ff.). Would our Lord participate in the Jewish Seder which included ritual hand washings
41

 

after he condemned the Pharisees in the strongest of terms for the exact same behavior? 
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Note also the foundation of the “Seder theory” is not the inspired Scriptures but the 

Jewish Mishnah. The Mishnah is a compilation of rabbinical oral traditions that date from around 

200 B.C. until about A.D. 200. The Mishnah was compiled primarily by Rabbi Judah (“Ha Nasi” 

or the “Prince”) along with other Jewish scholars around A.D. 189. Because most of what was 

written down at that time came by way of oral tradition, no one is sure how much the Mishnah 

accurately reflects Jewish traditions. Edersheim writes, “It has already been hinted more than 

once that the law laid down in the Mishnah frequently represents the theories and speculations of 

the Jewish doctors of the second century A.D., and not the actual practice of any given period. 

Several of their regulations deal accordingly with obsolete customs, and have little regard to the 

actual circumstances of the time.”
42

 While it is understandable that a Christian scholar would 

examine the Mishnah in an attempt to shed light upon the social milieu of first century Palestine, 

it is incredible that pastors and scholars of “Reformed” persuasion would look to such an 

untrustworthy and blasphemous document
43

 to undermine sola scriptura. 

Another popular argument it that Jesus celebrated Chanukah because he was present at its 

celebration according to John 10:22-23. “Now it was the Feast of Dedication in Jerusalem, and it 

was winter. And Jesus walked in the temple, in Solomon’s porch.” Does this passage of Scripture 

prove or even imply that Jesus accepted and participated in human traditions in worship? No. 

There are many reasons why such a view must be rejected.  

First, one cannot ascertain from the text if Jesus even celebrated the Feast of Dedication. 

The passage does not say that Christ went to Jerusalem to celebrate the feast of dedication, but 

merely that he was in Jerusalem at that time. Many excellent commentators (e.g., Hengstenburg, 

Meyer, Weiss and others) argue that Jesus had been staying in Jerusalem since the feast of 

tabernacles.  

Second, there is nothing significant regarding our Lord’s presence in Jerusalem at the 

time of this feast, for it was not a feast that occurred only in Jerusalem. Chanukah was celebrated 

throughout the whole nation. John is not making a statement regarding Jesus’ attitude toward 

Chanukah, but is merely giving an historical setting to the addresses that follow.  

Third, even if Christ went to Jerusalem to be there during the feast, the chapter as a whole 

indicates that he went there to teach. Gillespie writes, 

 
[W]e must remember, that the circumstances only of time and place are noted by 

the evangelist, for evidence to the story, and not for any mystery. Christ had come up to 

the feast of tabernacles (John 7), and tarried still all that while, because then there was a 
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great confluence of people in Jerusalem. Whereupon he took occasion to spread the net of 

the gospel for catching of many souls. And whilst John says, ‘It was at Jerusalem the 

feast of the dedication,’ he gives a reason only of the confluence of many people at 

Jerusalem, and shows how it came to pass that Christ had occasions to preach to such a 

multitude; and whilst he adds, ‘and it was winter,’ he gives reason of Christ’s walking in 

Solomon’s porch, whither the Jews resort was. It was not thought beseeming to walk in 

the temple itself, but in the porch men used to convene either for talking or walking, 

because in the summer the porch shadowed them from the heat. Others think, that whilst 

he says, it was winter, imports that therefore Christ was the more frequently in the 

temple, knowing that his time was short which he had then for his preaching; for in the 

entry of the next spring he was to suffer.
44

  

 

There is not one shred of evidence that our Lord participated in any man-made rituals. (Note: 

Paul preached at the Areopagus [Ac. 17:22ff.], not because he had a favorable attitude toward 

Greek philosophy, but because it provided an excellent evangelistic opportunity.)  

Fourth, Jesus’ presence does not prove that he celebrated the Feast of Dedication, for the 

celebration of Chanukah did not involve any holy convocations. Further, it was not a religious 

sabbath in which people were required to cease from their labors. 

Fifth, most commentators who speculate regarding the apostle’s mention of the feast 

argue that here Jesus dedicates himself to death (cf. Pink, Lightfoot, Stachen, etc.). In other 

words, the mention of the feast points to Christ, not human tradition. 

Sixth (as noted above), one should never choose an interpretation that violates the 

analogy of Scripture. It is exegetically irresponsible to read into a text what is not there 

(eisegesis) and then use that speculative interpretation to overthrow the many clear passages of 

Scripture which unequivocally condemn human traditions in the religious sphere. Such a 

procedure is nothing more than self-deception, excuse making and a grasping after straw. 

Another argument (that Jesus countenanced human traditions in worship) is based on the 

idea that our Lord gave his blessing to two Jewish ceremonies that were likely added after the 

close of the Old Testament canon. These rituals were associated with the feast of Tabernacles. It 

is argued that Jesus’ strategically placed statements (that played off these ceremonies) prove that 

he did not condemn such human traditions. A brief examination of these passages will prove that 

such a conclusion is unwarranted. 

This first passage is John 7:37-39. “On the last day, that great day of the feast, Jesus 

stood and cried out, saying, ‘If anyone thirsts, let him come to Me and drink. He who believes in 

Me, as the Scripture has said, out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.’ But this He spoke 

concerning the Spirit, whom those believing in Him would receive; for the Holy Spirit was not 

yet given, because Jesus was not yet glorified.” F. F. Bruce give an explanation of the festival as 

it would have been celebrated in Jesus’ day. 

 
The festival lasted eight days, and on the eighth day was ‘a holy convocation...a 

solemn assembly’ (Lev. 23:36; cf. Num. 29:35ff.; Neh. 8:18). When the people thanked 

God at the celebration of Tabernacles for all the fruits of the past year—vine and olive as 

well as barley and wheat—they did not forget his gift of rain, apart from which none of 

those crops would have grown. An association of this festival with adequate rainfall is 

implied in Zech. 14:16f., and although the ceremony of water-pouring, well attested in 

connexion with Tabernacles for the two centuries preceding AD 70, is not mentioned in 
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the OT (with the doubtful exception of 1 Sam. 7:6), it was probably of very considerable 

antiquity. This ceremony, which was intended to acknowledge God’s goodness in 

sending rain and to ensure a plentiful supply for the following season, was enacted at 

dawn on the first seven days of the festival. A procession led by a priest went down to the 

pool of Siloam, where a golden pitcher was filled with water, and returned to the temple 

as the morning sacrifice was being offered. The water was then poured into a funnel at 

the west side of the altar, and the temple choir began to sing the Great Hallel (Pss. 113-

118).
45

  

 

Jesus made his statement on the eighth day when no water was poured by the priests. Many 

commentators believe our Lord purposely timed his statement to dramatize and emphasize the 

need for true spiritual life-giving water. 

The second passage is John 8:12. “Then Jesus spoke to them again, saying, ‘I am the light 

of the world, He who follows Me shall not walk in darkness, but have the light of life.’” Some 

commentators believe that Jesus’ statement regarding “the light of the world” was a purposeful 

comparison of himself to the large brilliant golden lamps that were placed in the Court of 

Women and were lit at the beginning of the Feast of Tabernacles. 

There are a number of reasons why the idea that these passages prove that Jesus accepted 

and approved of human traditions in worship must be rejected.  

First, neither of the passages in question say that our Lord approved of man-made 

traditions. The idea that Christ approved of human additions is simply assumed with no textual 

evidence. Is it not wise to follow what the Bible says instead of rejecting what it says in favor of 

what it does not say?  

Second, a theory, hypothesis or speculative interpretation should never be used to 

overturn the clear teaching of Scripture. The whole idea that Jesus was setting forth his 

approbation of human traditions is an argument from silence. It is not founded upon the text but 

on the uninspired Mishnah which was composed by unbelieving Jews in A.D. 189. 

(Commentators are not in agreement regarding these passages. In fact, most commentators do 

not believe that our Lord was comparing himself to certain rituals but rather was comparing 

himself to events in the book of Exodus (the water from the rock [Ex. 17:6; Nu. 20:7-11] and the 

pillar of fire [Ex. 13:21-22]).
46

 Perhaps we should heed Hengstenberg’s comment. He writes, “It 

is needless to spend time in forming hypotheses, externally accounting for the saying of our 
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Lord, by the rising of the sun, the kindling of the lamps in the temple, etc. If anything significant 

of this kind had taken place, the Apostle would not have left us to guess about it.”
47

  

Third, even if Jesus did make his statements to coincide with certain Jewish rituals, it 

does not mean that he approved of man-made additions. If a pastor (who happens to be anti-

Christmas) passes out gospel tracts at the shopping mall in December, or preaches in the mall 

and refers to Christ’s work of redemption as a gift from God, it does not mean that he approves 

of Christmas. One should be careful not to read something into a passage that is not there. 

Fourth, a more logical and scriptural inference from these passages is not that he was approving 

of their additions but rather that he was teaching that the law and the prophets did not point to 

silly rituals but to himself.
48

 Contrary to modern popular opinion, Jesus was neither a Pharisee or 

a papist. 

But what about the argument that says, “If Jesus was a strict regulativist, would he not 

have physically attacked the priests and Levites of the temple who were adding to God’s word as 

he had earlier done with the money changers?” The argument that Christ would have attacked 

the priests and Levites if he believed in the regulative principle is based on an ignorance of 

Scripture. Jesus did not come to earth as a civil judge (cf. Luke 12:13-14; John 8:1-11). His 

opinion of Pharisaical additions to God’s law was well known through his teaching (e.g., Mt 

5:17-6:8; 15:2-9; 23:1-36; etc.). If Jesus became angry and resorted to whips every time he 

encountered sin, he would have had little time to preach the gospel, which was his primary 

didactic mission. Further, the priests and Levites were not common merchants or money 

changers; they held positions of authority. If our Lord had attacked them, he would have: (1) 

been committing an act of revolution; (2) precipitated a riot at the temple; (3) prematurely 

endangered his own life and the lives of his disciples; and (4) possibly even been arrested by the 

Roman authorities. Jesus dealt with apostate priests and Levites in A.D. 70; however, while on 

earth he respected lawful governing authorities (cf. Mt. 23:2-3; Ac. 23:1-5). The opponents of 

the regulative principle are once again grasping after straw. 

 

6. The “Feast of Purim” Argument 
 

Perhaps the most popular argument in support of human traditions in worship is based on 

the Feast of Purim. It is argued that the Jews without any command or special revelation from 

God made up their own holy day; therefore, the church can make up its own holy days such as 

Christmas and Easter. There are a number of problems with this argument.  

First, this argument assumes without evidence that Purim was a special holy day like 

Christmas. The biblical text makes it abundantly clear that Purim was not a special religious holy 

day but rather was a time of thanksgiving. The events of Purim are: “Joy and gladness, a feast 
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and good day...and of sending portions to one another, and gifts to the poor” (Est. 8:17; 9:22 

kjv). “There is no mention of any religious observance connected with the day.”
49

 There were no 

special worship services, there were no ceremonies, there were no Levitical or priestly activities. 

Also, Purim—unlike Christmas and Easter—was not an admixture of pagan and popish 

monuments and paraphernalia with the religion of Jehovah. Purim should not be compared to 

popish holy days, such as Christmas, but to special days of rejoicing such as Thanksgiving day. 

The Westminster divines (who were champions of the regulative principle) used Purim as a proof 

text (Est. 9:22) authorizing occasional days of thanksgiving (cf. Confession of Faith 21.5, proof 

text a). 

Second, Purim did not come about because the people or church officials got together and 

decided to make up a holy day. It came about because of a unique historical event in Israel’s 

salvation history. The festival was decreed by the civil magistrate (the prime minister, Mordecai, 

and the queen, Esther). Religious leaders had nothing to do with it. After the civil decree, it was 

agreed to unanimously by the people. Thomas M’Crie writes, 

 
Did Mordecai, in proposing it, act from the private notion of his own mind; and, 

in confirming it, did he proceed entirely upon the consent of the people? Or was he 

guided in both by divine and extraordinary counsel, imparted to him immediately, or by 

some prophetic person living at that time? That the vision and the prophecy were still 

enjoyed by the Jews dwelling in Persia, cannot be denied by those who believe the 

canonical authority of this book, and what is contained in that of Ezra. We have already 

seen reasons for thinking Mordecai acted under the influence of the faith of Moses’ 

parents, from the time that he proposed his cousin Esther as a candidate to succeed Vashti 

the queen. There can be no doubt that he was raised up in an extraordinary manner as a 

saviour to Israel; and in the course of this Lecture we have seen grounds for believing 

that, in addition to his other honours, he was employed as the penman of this portion of 

inspired scripture. From all these considerations, it is reasonable to conclude that the feast 

of Purim was not instituted without divine counsel and approbation. Add to this, that the 

decree of Esther confirming it, it is expressly said, in the close of this chapter, to have 

been engrossed in this book, by whomsoever it was written.
50  

 

Note, the occasion and authorization of Purim are inscripturated in the word of God and 

approved by the Holy Spirit. Thus, Purim itself satisfied the requirement of the regulative 

principle as biblically defined. 

Third, the notion that Purim proves that men are permitted to make up holy days 

whenever they desire cannot be true, for if it were, Scripture would contain a blatant 

contradiction. Not only would it contradict the passages which teach that we are not permitted to 

add to what God has authorized (e.g. Deut. 4:2; 12:32; Prov. 30:5; etc.); it also would contradict 

the book of Kings where God condemned King Jeroboam for setting up a feast day “in the month 

which he had devised in his own heart” (1 Kgs. 12:33). Not even kings have authority to make 

up their own holy days. M’Crie writes, 

 
To seek a warrant for days of religious commemoration under the gospel from 

the Jewish festivals, is not only to overlook the distinction between the old and new 
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dispensations, but to forget that the Jews were never allowed to institute such memorial 

for themselves, but simply to keep those which infinite Wisdom had expressly and by 

name set apart and sanctified. The prohibitory sanction is equally strict under both 

Testaments: ‘What thing soever I command you, observe to do it: thou shalt not add 

thereto, nor diminish from it.’ 

There are times when God calls, on the one hand, to religious fasting, or, on the 

other, to thanksgiving and religious joy; and it is our duty to comply with these calls, and 

to set apart time for the respective exercises. But this is quite a different thing from 

recurrent or anniversary holidays. In the former case the day is chosen for the duty, in the 

latter the duty is performed for the day; in the former case there is no holiness on the day 

but what arises from the service which is performed on it, and when the same day 

afterwards recurs, it is as common as any other day; in the latter case the day is set apart 

on all following times, and may not be employed for common or secular purposes. Stated 

and recurring festivals countenance the false principle, that some days have a peculiar 

sanctity, either inherent or impressed by the works which occurred on them; they proceed 

on an undue assumption of human authority; interfere with the free use of that time which 

the Creator hath granted to man; detract from the honour due to the day of sacred rest 

which he hath appointed; lead to impositions over conscience; have been the fruitful 

source of superstition and idolatry; and have been productive of the worst effects upon 

morals, in every age, and among every people, barbarous and civilized, pagan and 

Christian, popish and protestant, among whom they have been observed. On these 

grounds they were rejected from the beginning, among other corruptions of antichrist, by 

the Reformed Church of Scotland, which allowed no stated religious days but the 

Christian Sabbath. 
51

 

 

7. The “Misrepresentation of the Regulative Principle” Argument 
 

A rather common method of circumventing the regulative principle today is to give it a 

false definition that is scripturally and rationally indefensible. After defining the regulative 

principle in this manner, the opponents of sola scriptura over worship then proceed to make their 

false straw-man version of the regulative principle look totally absurd. The false version of the 

regulative principle that is used is: “If it is not commanded, it is forbidden.” In other words, there 

must be an explicit divine imperative for every worship ordinance in the church. Fundamentalist 

Baptists argue in this manner when they say, “Where are we commanded in the Bible to baptize 

infants?” Seventh-day Adventists follow this tactic when they say, “Show us where God 

commanded the apostolic church to rest and worship on Sunday instead of Saturday!” Anti-

regulativists use arguments such as: (a) the worship of the synagogue was never commanded by 

God; (b) Christ and the apostles attended and approved of synagogue worship; therefore, Christ 

and the apostles rejected the regulative principle.
52
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Once a person understands the true definition of the regulative principle, he will 

immediately recognize that the objections to Reformed worship offered by Baptists, Seventh-day 

Adventists and anti-regulativists are not based on Scripture, but on an ignorance of the regulative 

principle itself. Although it is not uncommon to see a regulativist give a statement such as “if it 

is not commanded, it is forbidden” as a brief statement or summary of the principle, the 

Westminster Confession and virtually all Reformed authors define the regulative principle in a 

much broader fashion. The regulative principle refers not just to explicit commands of Scripture, 

but also to approved historical examples within the Bible and to good and necessary 

consequence, i.e., a particular worship practice or ordinance is inferred from many passages of 

Scripture. 

The Confession and various Reformed authors will prove that the genuine, historic and 

confessional understanding of the regulative principle is broad and easily defended by Scripture. 

The Westminster Confession of Faith (1.6) says, 

 
The whole counsel of God concerning all things necessary for His own glory, 

man’s salvation, faith, and life, is either expressly set down in Scripture, or by good and 

necessary consequence may be deduced from Scripture: unto which nothing at any time 

is to be added, whether by new revelations of the Spirit, or traditions of men. 

Nevertheless we acknowledge the inward illumination of the Spirit of God to be 

necessary for the saving understanding of such things as are revealed in the Word: and 

that there are some circumstances concerning the worship of God, and government of the 

Church, common to human actions and societies, which are to be ordered by the light of 

nature and Christian prudence, according to the general rules of the Word, which are 

always to be observed. 

 

For the Westminster divines, sola scriptura is the natural starting point for the regulative 

principle as a spring is to a stream. There can be no question whatsoever but that the phrase 

“good and necessary consequence” applies to the worship and government of the church. To 

argue otherwise would render the section on the “circumstances concerning the worship of God 

and government of the church” totally out of place. 

John Owen, in his essay, “The Word of God the Sole Rule of Worship,” deals with an 

opponent of Puritanism, Samuel Parker. Owen says that Parker considers the “foundation of all 

Puritanism” to be this principle: “That nothing ought to be established in the worship of God but 

what is authorized by some precept or example in the Word of God, which is the complete and 

adequate rule of worship.”
53

 This accurate definition was formulated by Parker by reading the 

available Puritan literature of his day (the seventeenth century). 

Robert Shaw writes, 

 
In maintaining the perfection of the Scriptures, we do not insist that every article 

of religion is contained in Scriptures in so many words; but we hold that conclusions 

fairly deduced from the declarations of the Word of God are as truly parts of divine 

revelation as if they were expressly taught in the Sacred Volume. That good and 

necessary consequences deduced from Scripture are to be received as part of the rule of 
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our faith and practice, is evident from the example of our Saviour in proving the doctrine 

of the resurrection against the Sadducees,—Matt. xxii. 31,32; and from the example of 

Paul, who proved that Jesus of Nazareth is the Christ, by reasoning with the Jews out of 

the Old Testament Scriptures.—Acts xvii. 2, 3. “All Scripture” is declared to be 

“profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness;” but 

all these ends cannot be obtained, unless by the deduction of consequences. Legitimate 

consequences, indeed, only bring out the full meaning of the words of Scripture; and as 

we are endued with the faculty of reason, and commanded to search the Scriptures, it was 

manifestly intended that we should draw conclusions from what is therein set down in 

express words.
54

  

 

Hetherington writes, “They [the Scottish Reformers] dared, therefore, to conclude that Divine 

authority might be rightfully claimed, not only for the direct statements contained in the 

Scriptures, but also for whatsoever could be deduced from Scripture by just and necessary 

inference.”
55

  

 

Francis Petticrew writes, 

 
A practice about a mere matter of detail, a mere circumstance, a thing held by the 

Church to be indifferent, immaterial, and on purpose left open, does not constitute 

common law. But a practice founded on a principle does to all intents and purposes 

constitute common law. And this is the character of the practice of this Church in 

excluding the use of instrumental music in the worship of God. That principle was 

substantially this, that for all the constituents of worship, you require the positive 

sanction of divine authority, either in the shape of direct command, or good and 

necessary consequence, or approved example; and that you are not at liberty to introduce 

anything else in connection with the worship of God, unless it comes legitimately under 

the apostolic heading of “decency and order.”
56

  

 

James H. Thornwell writes, “We have not been able to lay our hands upon a single Puritan 

Confession of Faith which does not explicitly teach that necessary inferences from Scripture are 

of equal authority with its express statements: nor have we found a single Puritan writer, having 

occasion to allude to the subject, who has not explicitly taught the same things. The principle of 

inference they have unanimously affirmed. Our own Confession of Faith—and surely that is a 

Puritan document—does it, in a passage already cited.”
57

  

 

John L. Girardeau writes, “A divine warrant is necessary for every element of doctrine, 

government and worship in the church; that is, whatsoever in these spheres is not commanded in 
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the Scriptures, either expressly or by good and necessary consequence from their statements, is 

forbidden.”
58

  

 

A. A. Hodge writes, 

 
That, while the Scriptures are a complete rule of faith and practice, and while 

nothing is to be regarded as an article of faith to be believed, or a religious duty 

obligatory upon the conscience, which is not explicitly or implicitly taught in Scripture, 

nevertheless they do not descend in practical matters into details, but, laying down 

general principles, leave men to apply them in the exercise of their natural judgment, in 

the light of experience, and in adaptation to changing circumstances, as they are guided 

by the sanctifying influences of the Holy Spirit. 

This liberty, of course, is allowed only within the limits of the strict interpretation 

of the principles taught in the Word, and in the legitimate application of those principles, 

and applies to the regulation of the practical life of the individual and of the Church, in 

detailed adjustments to changing circumstances.
59

  

 

B. B. Warfield writes, 

 
It must be observed, however, that the teachings and prescriptions of Scripture 

are not confined by the Confession to what is “expressly set down in Scripture.” Men are 

required to believe and to obey not only what is “expressly set down in Scripture,” but 

also what “by good and necessary consequence may be deduced from Scripture.” This is 

the strenuous and universal contention of the Reformed theology against Socinians and 

Arminians, who desired to confine the authority of Scripture to its literal asservations; 

and it involves a characteristic honoring of reason as the instrument for the ascertainment 

of truth. We must depend upon our human faculties to ascertain what Scripture says; we 

cannot suddenly abnegate them and refuse their guidance in determining what Scripture 

means. This is not, of course, to make reason the ground of the authority of inferred 

doctrines and duties. Reason is the instrument of discovery of all doctrines and duties, 

whether “expressly set down in Scripture” or “by good and necessary consequence 

deduced from Scripture”: but their authority, when once discovered, is derived from God, 

who reveals and prescribes them in Scripture, either by literal assertion or by necessary 

implication. The Confession is only zealous, as it declares that only Scripture is the 

authoritative rule of faith and practice, so to declare that the whole of Scripture is 

authoritative in the whole stretch of its involved meaning. It is the Reformed contention, 

reflected here by the Confession, that the sense of Scripture is Scripture, and that men are 

bound by its whole sense in all its implications. The reemergence in recent controversies 

of the plea that the authority of Scripture is to be confined to its expressed declarations, 

and that human logic is not to be trusted in divine things, is, therefore, a direct denial of a 

fundamental position of Reformed theology, explicitly affirmed in the Confession, as 

well as an abnegation of fundamental reason, which would not only render thinking in a 

system impossible, but would discredit at a stroke many of the fundamentals of the faith, 

such e.g. as the doctrine of the Trinity, and would logically involve the denial of the 

authority of all doctrine whatsoever, since no single doctrine of whatever simplicity can 

be ascertained from Scripture except by the use of the processes of the understanding. It 
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is, therefore, an unimportant incident that the recent plea against the use of human logic 

in determining doctrine has been most sharply put forward in order to reject a doctrine 

which is explicitly taught, and that repeatedly, in the very letter of Scripture; if the plea is 

valid at all, it destroys at once our confidence in all doctrines, no one of which is 

ascertained or formulated without the aid of human logic.
60

  

 

William S. McClure writes, “God’s commands are either explicit, clearly stated, or they are 

implicit, implied as a logical, necessary inference from authoritative example, such as that of 

Christ or His Apostles.”
61

  

 

William Young writes, “The mode of prescription need not be that of explicit command in single 

text of Scripture. Approved example warrants an element of worship as surely as does an express 

precept. Moreover, good and necessary consequence may warrant acceptable worship. Without 

entering upon disputed questions as to the proper subjects of baptism, all would agree that 

Scripture warrants the admission of women to the Lord’s table, although no express command or 

approved example can be adduced.”
62

  

 

Michael Bushell writes, 

 
When we say that each element of worship requires a divine warrant, we do not 

mean that an explicit command in a single text is required in every instance. 

Commandment in the narrow sense of the term is not necessary to establish divine 

prescription. Approved example or inference from relevant scriptural data is sufficient to 

determine the proper manner of worship. The Confession of Faith clearly operates on the 

assumption that principles derived from the Word by “good and necessary consequence” 

are every bit as binding upon us as those “expressly set down in Scripture.” It is 

remarkable that there is so much confusion in Reformed circles concerning the validity of 

this essential principle.... The assumed validity and binding character of argument by 

inference from Scripture is an essential part of the life of every Christian and lies at the 

base of every statement of doctrine or belief that goes beyond the express words of 

Scripture. Certainly we may want from time to time to question the validity of inferences 

which some people draw, but that is a different question altogether from that of whether 

or not the church may bind the conscience of a believer on the basis of an inference from 

Scripture.
63

  

 

                                                           
60

 B. B. Warfield, “The Westminster Doctrine of Holy Scripture,” in Works (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981 [1931]), 

6:226-227 (originally published in The Presbyterian and Reformed Review iv [1893], 582-655). 
61

 William S. McClure, “The Scriptural Law of Worship” in John McNaugher, ed., The Psalms in Worship 

(Edmonton, AB: Canada; Still Waters Revival Books, 1992 [1907]), 33. 
62

 William Young, The Puritan Principle of Worship (Vienna, Va.: Publication Committee of the Presbyterian 

Reformed Church, n.d.), 10. 
63

 Michael Bushell, The Songs of Zion (Pittsburgh, PA: Crown and Covenant, 1993 [1980]), 122-123. Note also 

Brian M. Schwertley, The Regulative Principle of Worship and Christmas: “Whatever is not commanded in 

Scripture is forbidden. Anything that the church does in worship must have warrant from an explicit command of 

God, be deduced by good and necessary consequence, or be derived from approved historical example (e.g., the 

change of day from seventh to first for Lord’s Day corporate worship)” (Southfield, MI: Reformed Witness, 1996), 

4. 

 



It is important that one understand the proper, broad interpretation of the regulative 

principle, for anti-regulativists often point to historical examples in the Bible as proof texts 

against sola scriptura over worship. When an anti-regulativist comes to a worship practice in the 

Bible that does not have a prior inscripturated divine imperative behind it, it is assumed that 

such practices must have originated from human tradition. When a Puritan or Reformed 

regulativist encounters a worship practice that is approved by God, yet is not accompanied by an 

explicit command, it is assumed (based on the analogy of Scripture) that such a practice is based 

on some prior revelation that did not make it into the canon. For example, John Owen writes, 

 
For a long time God was pleased to guide his church in many concerns of his 

worship by fresh occasional revelations, even from the giving of the first promise unto 

Adam unto the solemn giving of the law of Moses; for although men had, in process of 

time, many stated revelations, that were preserved by tradition among them, as the first 

promise, the institution of sacrifices, and the like, yet as to sundry emergencies of his 

worship, and parts of it, God guided them by new occasional revelations. Now, those 

revelations not being recorded in Scriptures, as being only for present or emergent use, 

we have no way to know them but by what those to whom God was pleased to reveal 

himself did practice, and which, on good testimony, found acceptance with him. 

Whatever they so did, they had especial warrant from God for; which is the case of the 

great institution of sacrifices itself. It is a sufficient argument that they were divinely 

instituted, because they were graciously accepted.
64

  

 

Opponents of the regulative principle argue that the Puritan or Reformed understanding of 

“approved historical examples” is an argument of begging the question (i.e., assuming that which 

one sets out to prove); or, that it is an argument from silence; or, that regulativists are guilty of 

forcing the evidence to fit their own faulty starting point. All these objections, however, are 

easily refuted if one understands necessary inference from Scripture and follows standard 

Protestant procedures of interpretation. 

One of the most fundamental principles of biblical interpretation is that Scripture cannot 

contradict itself. Another important principle is that when two or more passages seem to 

contradict each other, the clearer portions of Scripture should be used to interpret the less clear. 

If one follows these interpretive rules, determining which understanding of an approved 

historical example is biblical will be simple. 

Note the many reasons why the regulativist approach must be accepted. (1) There are 

several passages in the Bible which unequivocally condemn adding to God’s law-word (e.g., 

Deut. 4:2; 12:32; Prov. 30:5). (2) Man is not permitted autonomously to determine his own 

ethics, theology or worship. (3) There are also passages where both Christ (e.g., Mt. 15:2-9; Mk. 

7:1-13) and Paul (e.g., Col. 2:20-23) condemn human traditions in worship. These passages are 

not hard to understand. Indeed, they are crystal clear, if one is willing to accept what they say. 

Given the clear teaching of Scripture regarding adding human traditions to ethics or worship, 

what interpretation should one choose when one encounters Jesus or the apostles engaging in 

worship that is not specifically discussed in the Old Testament Scriptures? 

If one argues that Jesus by his attendance at synagogue was endorsing human traditions 

in worship, then one has chosen an interpretation which contradicts clear portions of Scripture. If 

one argues that the sola scriptura and regulative principle passages must be reinterpreted in light 
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of passages such as Jesus attending synagogue worship or the change of public worship to 

Sunday, then one is guilty of using passages which do not even speak directly to the issue of 

human tradition in worship (and thus are not clear passages) to overthrow the clear passages that 

do speak directly to the issue of human additions. When regulativists approach passages where 

God accepts the worship offered, yet there are no accompanying divine imperatives, they do not 

simply argue from silence or impose an arbitrary starting point or assumption on the text. 

Instead, they stand upon the overall clear teaching regarding worship and therefore legitimately 

infer that what God accepts cannot be “the doctrines and commandments of men.” 

The regulativist position is not only supported by standard biblical hermeneutical 

procedures but is also supported by an inspired New Testament interpretation of an Old 

Testament worship practice that was not accompanied by any inscripturated divine commands. 

Genesis 4:3-5 says, “And in the process of time it came to pass that Cain brought an offering of 

the fruit of the ground to the LORD. Abel also brought of the firstborn of his flock and of their 

fat. And the LORD respected Abel and his offering, but He did not respect Cain and his offering. 

And Cain was very angry, and his countenance fell.” In this passage Abel’s blood sacrifice is 

accepted, while Cain’s bloodless plant offering is not. Note, there are no previously recorded 

divine imperatives regarding blood sacrifice in the book of Genesis. If one applies the same anti-

regulativist interpretation to this passage that has been used of Jesus and the synagogue service, 

then one would have to conclude that God preferred Abel’s human tradition over Cain’s. The 

author of Hebrews implicitly rejects the anti-regulativist’s interpretation when he says that “by 

faith Abel offered to God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain” (Heb. 11:4). Biblical faith 

presupposes divine revelation. Throughout Hebrews 11 true faith is spoken of as a belief in 

God’s word that results in obedience to God’s revealed will. Any idea that Abel’s offering was 

based on reason alone, or that God’s acceptance of the blood sacrifice was arbitrary or based on 

the subjective state of Abel’s heart alone, must be rejected as unscriptural. John Brown concurs, 

 
Though we have no particular account of the institution of sacrifice, the theory of 

its originating in express divine appointment is the only tenable one. The idea of 

expressing religious feelings, or of expiating sin, by shedding the blood of animals, could 

never have entered into the mind of man. We read that God clothed our first parents with 

the skin of animals, and by far the most probable account of this matter is, that these were 

the skins of animals which He had commanded them to offer in sacrifice. We have 

already seen, in our illustrations of the ninth chapter, ver. 16, that all divine covenants, all 

merciful arrangements in reference to fallen man, have been ratified by sacrifice. The 

declaration of mercy contained in the first promise seems to have been accompanied with 

the institution of expiatory sacrifice. And expiatory sacrifice, when offered from a faith in 

the divine revelation in reference to it, was acceptable to God, both as the appointed 

expression of conscious guilt and ill desert, and of the hope of mercy, and as an act of 

obedience to the divine will. It would appear that this revelation was not believed by 

Cain, that he did not see and feel the need for expiatory sacrifice, and that his religion 

consisted merely in an acknowledgment of the Deity as the author of the benefits which 

he enjoyed. Abel, on the other hand, did believe the revelation. He readily acknowledges 

himself a sinner, and expresses his penitence and his hope of forgiveness in the way of 

God’s appointment. Believing what God has said, he did what God had enjoined.
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The Hebrews 11:4 passage offers indisputable biblical proof that acceptable worship cannot be 

based on a human tradition which involves, not a faith in God and his infallible Word, but a faith 

in man’s wisdom and imagination. Acceptable worship can only be based on faith in divine 

revelation. Therefore, when one notes that Noah offered clean animals, or that the apostles 

observed a first-day Sabbath, or that Jesus and Paul read and exposited the Scriptures in the 

synagogue (all without accompanying explicit divine imperatives), one should never assume that 

these accepted worship practices were based on human tradition. They were based on faith in the 

spoken word of God. 
66

 
 

Copyright 2000 © Brian Schwertley 

 

HOME PAGE 

 

                                                           
66

 One objection to the Puritan and Reformed concept of approved historical examples from Scripture is that it is 

pharisaical and Romish. It is argued that when Reformed theologians assume that historical examples are based on 

prior revelation that was not inscripturated, they are advocating a form of binding and normative oral tradition. This 

comparison with Pharisees and Romanists is a clever yet unwarranted ad hominem attack. The Pharisees and Roman 

Catholics were and are guilty of adding their own doctrines and commandments to what the Bible teaches. They 

justify their additions to the Scripture by advocating a source of divine revelation which is independent of the Bible. 

The Jews have their Talmud (which in English translation runs to 34 large volumes) and the Roman Catholics have 

the church fathers, councils, decrees and papal declarations. Puritan and Reformed pastors and theologians add 

nothing of their own to the doctrine or commandment of Scripture. They do not believe in any independent sources 

of revelation outside of the Bible. They simply infer from the Bible itself that in the few cases where God is 

described as accepting worship practices that are not accompanied with explicit instructions, the people involved 

(such as Abel [Gen. 4:4] or Noah [Gen. 8:20]) had based their practice on a previous communication by God. As 

noted above, the Reformed interpretation is a necessary inference from Scripture. Approved historical examples 

come only from the text of Scripture, and not from any Pharisaical or Romish type of independent oral tradition. It is 

one thing to infer a communication based on a particular text of Scripture, and quite another to posit with absolutely 

no biblical evidence that God spoke the whole Talmud to Moses on Mount Sinai. Opponents of the regulative 

principle are comparing apples to oranges, and they know it. Who has more in common with a Pharisee or 

Romanist? Someone who adds his own human traditions to what God has authorized? Or someone who refuses to 

add to God’s word? 

 

http://reformedonline.com/index.html

