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“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.” Deut.4:2.
“What thing soever I command you, observe to do it: thou shalt not add thereto, nor diminish from it.” Deut.12:32.
“Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you.” Matt.28:20.


  The worship and service of God must be governed by this rule: That which is commanded in the Word of God, we are to observe; and that which is not commanded, is forbidden.
  This is what is known as the “regulative principle.”  And it is thoroughly scriptural, as the verses quoted above reveal.  It is that which must regulate our worship and service.  Let us consider the two aspects of it.
  Firstly: that which is commanded in the worship of God, we are to observe.  We are not to “diminish ought from it”, as Deut.4:2 says; we are to observe whatsoever the Lord commands in his Word, as the other two verses say.  This part of the regulative principle is straightforward enough.
  It is, however, with the second aspect, that confusion has often arisen: that which is not commanded, is forbidden.  It does NOT run as follows: that which is not commanded, is permitted!  Yet this is how many govern their worship: whatever is not commanded, they argue, is permitted.  Yet what saith the Scripture?  “Ye shall not add unto the word which I command you.”  If we worship God according to the principle that “what is not commanded, is permitted,” we inevitably add to the Word of God; for we open the door to any number of alterations, and innovations, and man-made traditions and commandments, in the worship of the Lord!  And this is sinful.  For the Lord is to be worshipped only as he has prescribed in his Word!  It is not left up to man to decide how he will worship God; God himself has prescribed how he is to be worshipped, in his Word; and therefore it is thoroughly scriptural to affirm, that what is not commanded in the Word of God, as pertaining to his worship and service, is forbidden.  We are to observe as much as Scripture tells us to observe, but we are not to go beyond Scripture.  To do so is sinful.
  The Roman Catholic Institution, false “church” that it is, has never followed this principle, for it does not believe that the Word of God, the Bible, is to be the only rule of faith; and the results are all too obvious.  At the time of the Reformation in the sixteenth century, much progress was made in applying the regulative principle to the worship of God; but not enough.  Many of the corruptions of Popery were discarded at the time of the Reformation and afterwards, but sadly, a thoroughly clean sweep was not made.  Coming out of such thick darkness as they came out of, it is not surprising that certain matters were not brought to the Scriptures as diligently as they should have been, to see if they were sanctioned by the Scriptures or not.  In the centuries that followed, however, much further progress was made, and the regulative principle was firmly entrenched in those branches of Protestantism which were truly evangelical (it is a mistake to assume that all branches were).  This does not mean that the regulative principle was fully, or perfectly, observed – a notable example is the false practice of infant baptism – but the fact that the principle was accepted, and accepted without question, at least meant that godly Christians had to justify, from Scripture, everything that they did in the worship and service of God.  Even those who practiced infant baptism (which cannot be justified from Scripture) felt that they could justify it from Scripture.  At least the regulative principle was their guide, and because of their firm commitment to this principle, many paedobaptists were eventually led to reject paedobaptism as having no basis in the New Testament. 

  All of this meant that (during the nineteenth century, for example) men entering the ministry were often able to benefit from other men’s labours.  The issue of the regulative principle, which men of earlier generations, coming out of complete darkness, had to grapple with, was clearly mapped out for those who followed them, in confessions of faith, etc.  It was taught to churches, clearly and thoroughly, by men already in the ministry, and shown to be absolutely scriptural; so that men preparing to enter the ministry in evangelical churches did so with a clear grasp of this vital issue.
  They saw, from the New Testament, that the public worship of God, when the local church comes together, is to consist of: prayer; singing; Bible reading and preaching; and the ordinance of the Lord’s supper (the ordinance of baptism is a part of worship as well, but it is to be a once-only event for each believer, and so I leave it out at this time, as I am concentrating specifically on those parts of worship which are to be performed regularly, when the church comes together).
  And, because they believed firmly in the regulative principle, they also knew that these various parts of the public worship of God were to be observed, as the Lord had laid down in the New Testament.  It was seen, for example, that only men were to be appointed to the ministry of the Word (1 Tim.2:11-15; 3:1-7; 1 Cor.14:34,35); that while the entire church was to join with one accord in prayer (Acts 1:13,14), yet only men were to pray aloud in the church, the women keeping silent (1 Tim.2:8-14; 1 Cor.14:34,35); that while the church was to sing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs to the Lord (Eph.5:19; Col.3:16), no commandment regarding the use of instrumental music in the church is given in the New Testament, and therefore, not being commanded, it is forbidden; that the ordinance of the Lord's supper was not open to anyone, but only to scripturally-baptized believers; for in the New Testament, baptism always preceded church membership – and the Lord's supper (which is to be kept by the members of the local church) was therefore always kept by properly-baptized believers (Matt.28:19,20; Acts 2:38,41,42; 1 Cor.11:20-34; etc.).  Here, of course, I am referring to the practice of those known through the centuries as “Baptists.”  I am well aware that all paedobaptists differed on the matter of baptism with those of a scriptural baptistic position; but yet even the paedobaptists generally forbade the Lord's supper to unbaptized persons (according to their opinion of baptism), recognizing this to be what the Scriptures clearly indicate.
  Yes, Christians of earlier times governed their worship by the scripturally sound “regulative principle.”  In more modern times, however, and particularly in this twentieth century, this scriptural truth has been rejected by almost all who profess to be followers of Christ and his Word!  The prevailing opinion of the day is that whatever is not commanded, is permitted.  Such is the terrible state of Christendom!

  The situation is so bad, that men – I mean truly converted men – entering the ministry today, find themselves in a position similar to that in which Christians found themselves at the time of the Reformation: they find they have to start from scratch!  They have to sift through the pile of man-made rubble, the human traditions and human commandments, casting it all aside, piece by piece, as they seek to arrive at, and practice, nothing but the plain and simple worship of the New Testament.  And, like the Christians of the sixteenth century, they cannot simply go and sit under the ministry of one who is sound in the faith; for where are such men today?  They are very few, and very far, between.  And so, imploring the help of the Holy Spirit, they must work through these matters themselves.  But it takes time.
  Great confusion abounds.  At best, for the most part, there is only a partial conformity to the regulative principle.  There are those who, for example, stand firmly against the ordination of women to the ministry, but who happily practice an “open” form of the Lord's supper; or who, while practicing “strict communion” (i.e. baptized believers only, in the context of the local church), nevertheless readily keep the festivals of “Christmas” and “Easter”, which are nowhere commanded in the New Testament.
  Then, of those who are sound on all these things, there are many who are unsound on matters of moral obligation: holiness of life, separation from the world, etc.  Even if they strictly adhere to the above-mentioned matters of worship, who of the Lord's people would want to learn from them, when their lives are a disgrace to the Gospel?

  Local churches desperately need to return to New Testament practices in worship!  But this will not happen if the pastors think that they have no need to re-examine many of their practices.  Furthermore, many pastors would not change, even if they came to see that a particular aspect of their church’s worship was wrong, because of pride.  Think of the matter of festal days, notably “Christmas” and “Easter.”  There are many, many pastors who pay lip-service to the regulative principle, and yet readily observe these annual, pagan festivals, and teach their congregations to do so.  Baptist pastors!  Sovereign grace pastors!
  It is the resolution of this particular minister, to make any and all changes necessary, no matter what the cost, in order to be obedient to whatsoever the Lord has commanded.  That is my earnest desire.  Pastor, I ask you: is it yours?  And Christian: is it yours?  Join with this writer in fervently praying that the Lord’s commands will be obeyed, and that what he has not commanded, will not be done.  In this way, we shall not only be obedient to the Lord ourselves, but we shall leave behind us (should the Lord call us home) a pure church order for those who follow to inherit, free of the traditions and commandments of men.  How wonderful when men enter the ministry, having these matters clearly understood at the commencement of their work!  That may once have been the privilege of many men of God, but the situation is very different today, for the most part.
  And yet I fear that there are almost no ministers today who are willing to dig as deeply as is required, and to make the radical changes that a true conformity to the regulative principle demands.  The fear of man, and sinful pride, stand in the way.  Alas, the tragic truth is that the vast majority of pastors today are not true children of God themselves.  Let anyone who doubts this, just open his eyes and look.
  And so my words are addressed to the faithful remnant of believers and ministers; and they shall hear, and understand, and say “Amen.”  If you are one of these, the Lord bless your testimony in these dark days.
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