
 
 
 

Selections From  |   The Directory For the Worship of God 

 
 

THE PRINCIPLES AND ELEMENTS OF PUBLIC WORSHIP 
 

1. Since the Holy Scriptures are the only infallible rule of faith and practice, the principles 
of public worship must be derived from the Bible, and from no other source. The Scriptures for-
bid the worshipping of God by images, or in any other way not appointed in His Word, and re-
quires the receiving, observing, and keeping pure and entire all such religious worship and ordi-
nances as God hath appointed in His Word (SC 51, 50). 

2. A service of public worship is not merely a gathering of God’s children with each other, 
but before all else, a meeting of the triune God with his chosen people. God is present in public 
worship not only by virtue of the Divine omnipresence but, much more intimately, as the faithful 
Covenant Saviour. The Lord Jesus Christ said: “Where two or three are gathered together in my 
name, there am I in the midst of them.” 

3. The end of public worship is the glory of God. His people should engage in all its sev-
eral parts with an eye single to his glory. Public worship has as its aim the building of Christ’s 
church by the perfecting of the saints and the addition to its membership of such as are being 
saved—all to the glory of God. Through public worship on the Lord’s day Christians should learn 
to serve God all the days of the week in their every activity, remembering, whether they eat or 
drink or whatever they do, to do all to the glory of God. 

4. Public worship is Christian when the worshippers recognize that Christ is the Mediator 
by whom alone they can come unto God, when they honor Christ as the Head of the church, who 
rules over public worship, and when their worship is an expression of their faith in Christ and 
their love for him. 

5. Public worship must be performed in spirit and in truth. Externalism and hypocrisy 
stand condemned. The forms of public worship have value only when they serve to express the 
inner reverence of the worshipper and his sincere devotion to the true and living God. And only 
those whose hearts have been renewed by the Holy Spirit are capable of such reverence and 
devotion. 

6. The Lord Jesus Christ has prescribed no fixed forms for public worship but, in the in-
terest of life and power in worship, has given his church a large measure of liberty in this matter. 
It may not be forgotten, however, that there is true liberty only where the rules of God’s Word are 
observed and the Spirit of the Lord is, that all things must be done decently and in order, and the 
God’s people should serve him with reverence and in the beauty of holiness. From its beginning 
to its end a service of public worship should be characterized by that simplicity which is an evi-
dence of sincerity and by that beauty and dignity which are a manifestation of holiness. 



7. Public worship differs from private worship in that in public worship God is served by 
his saints unitedly as his Covenant people, the body of Christ. For this reason the Covenant chil-
dren should be present so far as possible as well as adults. For the same reason on favoritism may 
be shown to any who attend. Nor may any member of the church presume to exalt himself above 
others as though he were more spiritual, but each shall esteem others better than himself. 

8. It behooves God’s people not only to come into his presence with a deep sense of awe at 
the thought of his perfect holiness and their own exceeding sinfulness, but also to enter into his 
gates with thanksgiving and into his courts with praise for the great salvation, which he has so 
graciously wrought for them through his only begotten Son and applied to them by the Holy 
Spirit. 

9. The Bible teaches that the following are proper elements of worship service: reading of 
Holy Scripture, singing of Psalms and Hymns, the offering of prayer, the preaching of the Word, 
the presentation of offerings, confessing the faith and observing the sacraments; and on special 
occasions taking oaths. 

 
THE ORDERING OF PUBLIC WORSHIP 

 
1. When the congregation is to meet for public worship, the people (having before pre-

pared their hearts thereunto) ought all to come and join therein; not absenting themselves from 
the public ordinances through negligence, or upon pretence of private meetings. 

2. Let the people assemble at the appointed time, that all being present at the beginning 
they may unite with one heart in all the parts of public worship. Let none unnecessarily depart 
until after the blessing be pronounced. 

3. Let the people upon entering the church takes their seats in a decent and reverent man-
ner, and engage in a silent prayer for a blessing upon themselves, the minister, and all present, as 
well as upon those who are unable to attend worship. 

4. All who attend public worship are expected to be present in a spirit of reverence and 
godly fear, forbearing to engage in any conduct unbecoming to the place and occasion. Since the 
family, as ordained by God, is the basic institution in society, and God in the Covenant graciously 
deals with us, not just as individuals but also as families, it is important and desirable that fami-
lies worship together. 

 
THE SINGING OF PSALMS AND HYMNS 

 
1. Praising God through the medium of music is a duty and a privilege. Therefore, the 

singing of hymns and psalms and the use of music instruments should have an important part in 
public worship. 

2. In singing the praises of God, we are to sing in the spirit of worship, with understand-
ing in our hearts. 

3. It is recommended that Psalms be sung along with the hymns of the church, but that 
caution be observed in the selection of hymns, that they be true to the Word. Hymns should have 
the note of praise, or be in accord with the spirit of the sermon. 

4. The leadership in song is left to the judgment of the Session, who should give careful 
thought to the character of those asked to lead in this part of worship, and the singing of a choir 
should not be allowed to displace congregational singing. 



5. The proportion of the time of public worship given to praise is left to the judgment of 
the minister, and the singing of psalms and hymns by the congregation should be encouraged. 

 
THE SANCTIFICATION OF THE LORD’S DAY 

 
1. “The fourth commandment requireth the keeping holy to God such set times as he 

hath appointed in his word; expressly one whole day in seven, to be a holy sabbath to himself.” 
(SC 58). 

2. God commanded his Old Testament people to keep holy the last day of the week, but 
he sanctified the first day as the Sabbath by the resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ from the 
dead. For this reason the church of the new dispensation has from the time of the apostles kept 
holy the first day of the week as the Lord’s day. 

3. It is the duty of every person to remember the Lord’s day; and to prepare for it before 
its approach. All worldly business should be so ordered, and seasonably laid aside, as that they 
may not be hindered thereby from sanctifying the Sabbath, as the Holy Scriptures require. 

4. The whole day is to be kept holy to the Lord; and to be employed in the public and pri-
vate exercises of religion. Therefore, it is requisite, that there be a holy resting, all the day, from 
unnecessary labors; and an abstaining from those recreations which may be lawful on other days; 
and also, as much as possible, from worldly thoughts and conversation. 

5. Let the provisions for the support of the family on that day be so ordered that others be 
not improperly detained from the public worship of God, nor hindered from sanctifying the 
Sabbath. 

6. Let every person and family, in the morning, by secret and private prayer, for them-
selves and others, especially for the assistance of God to their minister, and for a blessing upon his 
ministry, by reading the Scriptures, and by holy meditation, prepare for communion with God in 
his public ordinances. 

7. Let the time not used for public worship be spent in prayer, in devotional reading, and 
especially in the study of the Scriptures, meditation, catechizing, religious conversation, the sing-
ing of psalms, hymns, or spiritual songs; visiting the sick, relieving the poor, teaching the igno-
rant, holy resting, and in performing such like duties of piety, charity, and mercy. 


