
I. Regulative Principle – Introduction 

a. This morning, I’d like to talk about the Regulative Principle – how many of you have 

ever heard of the Regulative Principle? Whether you realize it or not, we’re striving to 

apply it in our worship here at THBC 

b. The RP deals with the gathering of the church – what do we do when we gather each 

Sunday? How should we do it? Why do we do it that way? [have you ever asked, “Why 

do we do that?”] RPW deals with allowing Scripture to evaluate and structure our 

corporate worship gatherings 

i. What Is the Regulative Principle? What is it not? 

ii. Why Does It Matter? 

iii. Where Does the Bible Teach This? 

iv. How to Apply the Regulative Principle 

 

II. What Is the Regulative Principle? 

a. The RP states that everything we do in corporate worship must be clearly warranted by 

Scripture. Clear warrant can come from either explicit command or a good and 

necessary inference (implication). Command or example from Scripture 

i. Two basic principles of worship: 

1. Regulative Principle – forbids anything not commanded by scripture 

2. Normative Principle – allows anything not forbidden [ILLUSTRATE] 

ii. Both essentially come out of the Reformation 

1. Normative – Anglicans and Lutherans 

2. Regulative – Protestants and Baptists [presbys although inconsistent in 

their application] 

iii. Regulative Principle flows out of the doctrine of Scripture alone [sola scriptura] 

1. Sola Scriptura – Scripture alone is the supreme rule of faith and practice 

2. RP = since Scripture alone is our supreme rule of faith, then Scripture 

should govern not only our theology but also the very manner in which we 

worship God. 

iv. Confessional understanding 



1. 1689 LCF: The light of nature shews that there is a God, who hath 
lordship and sovereignty over all; is just, good and doth good unto all; and 
is therefore to be feared, loved, praised, called upon, trusted in, and 
served, with all the heart and all the soul, and with all the might. But the 
acceptable way of worshipping the true God, is instituted by himself, and 
so limited by his own revealed will, that he may not be worshipped 
according to the imagination and devices of men, nor the suggestions of 
Satan, under any visible representations, or any other way not prescribed 
in the Holy Scriptures. 

2. We hold this principle seriously because we take the Bible seriously. 

When we assemble to worship, we should only do what the Bible 

commands us to do in public worship. 

b. What the Regulative Principle is not – most people who reject the RPW, do so because 

they do not understand it, they do not know how to apply it, or it has been misrepresented 

to them. 

i. The RPW is for the assembled corporate worship – not necessarily the private 

lives of the people 

1. ILLUS: Mark Driscoll’s idiocy 

2. Governs the substance and manner of public worship 

ii. Furthermore, some will sarcastically say things like, “Well there are no pews 

commanded in the Bible so you can’t have pews.” Those are called accidentals, 

things which have no bearing on worship at all à furniture, temperature, time of 

worship, style of clothing, how many hymns to sing, etc. 

 

III. Why Is The Regulative Principle Matter? Why Is It Important? 

a. Because worship is the purpose of redemption…God redeems His people so that they 

may worship Him. 

i. Exodus 3:12, 18; 5:1, 3, 8; 7:16; 8:1, 20, 25-29; 9:1, 13; 10:3, 7-11, 24-27 

ii. If corporate worship is the goal of redemption, then it only makes sense that God 

would reveal to his redeemed people how He wants us to worship Him when we 

gather. 

1. God does not leave the grand purpose of redemption up to the 

imaginations of the people [cf. Exodus 32] 



2. God picked the place, God picked the time, and when Israel arrived at 

Sinai, God spent 20 chapters of Exodus stipulating the terms and 

procedures by which the people were to worship 

b. Corporate worship is too central to God’s purpose in redemption to leave the specifics to 

us. 

 

IV. Where Does the Bible Teach This? [This is the most important question – who gives a rip 

what the Reformers said if it’s not Bible] 

a. In corporate worship, we are in some sense binding the consciences of all present to 

participate in each part of the service. That binding in only legitimate as long as it has 

positive scriptural command or warrant, because Scripture alone – not traditions of men – 

is worthy to bind the conscience. Scripture alone is the supreme rule for faith and 

practice. 

b. God cares how his people worship in the Old Testament 

i. Exodus 20:4 – God cares how his people worship Him.  

ii. Exodus 32:1-10 – In making the golden calf, Israel was setting up an alternative 

system of worship. God’s jealous and violent reaction shows us just how seriously 

God takes the manner in which He is worshipped. 

iii. Leviticus 10:1-3 – note carefully verse 3 

c. God cares how people worship Him in the New Testament  

i. John 4:19-24 – the Samaritan worship (based only the Pentateuch) was sincere but 

not sufficient. Their worship was inadequate because worship is a response to 

who God has revealed Himself to be; and if worship is a response to revelation, 

then it must be according to revelation. God is looking for those who worship him 

in spirit and in truth 

ii. 1 Corinthians 14 – even if tongues are used, v.29 governs it. The others are to 

judge what is said. How else could they judge what is said but by the scale of 

Scripture? 14:33…God’s revealed character has implications for how we worship. 

Even apostolic charismatic worship is regulated by revelation. 

 

V. How to Apply the Regulative Principle? 



a. Jesus is building His church and He’s doing it by the power of the Word.  

b. Applying the regulative principle manifests itself in five elements of corporate worship: 

read the word, preach the word, pray the word, sing the word, see the word in the 

ordinances. 

i. Read the Word 

1. 1 Timothy 4:13 - Till I come, give attendance to reading, to exhortation, to 

doctrine 

2. Pastors are commanded by God to see to it that Scripture is read regularly 

in public worship. Scripture is powerful, even when the person reading 

doesn’t explain it. 

ii. Preach the Word – the central act of Christian worship 

1. 2 Timothy 4:2 - Preach the word; be instant in season, out of season; 

reprove, rebuke, exhort with all longsuffering and doctrine. 

2. The ordained method of communicating the gospel – Rom. 10:14-17, Acts 

8:4 

3. This is why a regular diet of evangelistic, expository preaching is crucial. 

iii. Pray the Word 

1. 1 Timothy 2:1-3 - I exhort therefore, that, first of all, supplications, 

prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks, be made for all men; For 

kings, and for all that are in authority; that we may lead a quiet and 

peaceable life in all godliness and honesty. For this is good and acceptable 

in the sight of God our Saviour; 

2. This is not merely referring to prayer service – but it is to be a crucial part 

of the corporate worship! Scripture commands us to pray, teaches us to 

pray, and guide the content of our prayers. 

iv. Sing the Word 

1. Ephesians 5:19 - Speaking to yourselves in psalms and hymns and 

spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your heart to the Lord; 

2. Must be theologically discerning in what we allow our congregation to 

sing. 

v. See the Word in the ordinances 


