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Reflection: 

• What is Worship? What Bible passages would you use to 

back up your position? 

The purpose of the supplementary notes are first to provide a summary of key points from the 
PTC Course Notes, and second to provide some extra information that may fill out your 
understanding of the subject in question. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Defining Worship 
 
In the Old Testament the idea of ‘worship’ is never neatly defined. It never 
says ‘To worship is to…’ and so as we try and define worship by considering 
the various terms that could lead us to an understanding of what the Bible 
means by ‘worship. 
 
Broadly speaking there are three concepts to consider – homage, service and 
reverence. Each is the physical and visible outcome which displays their 
attitude. 
 

1) Homage 

• Gen 18:2; Ex 18:7; 2 Sam 14:4 – convey the idea of ‘bowing’ to God. 

• In the Old Testament this idea is used 64 times to refer to the homage 
one pays to another by ‘bowing’.1 

• As an ancient custom, this term expressed ones offer of respect to a 
great one by lowering themselves physically before them. 

• In the Old Testament the gesture can be read as surrender or 
submission to God as a result of the thankfulness one has for what he 
has done. 

• The gesture was only meaningful if it expressed a recognition of God’s 
majesty and holiness and a desire to acknowledge him as king. 

 
2) Service 

• The purpose of Israel’s redemption from slavery in Egypt was so that 
the Israelites could serve God. Several times this idea is reinforced in 
Exodus when God says ‘Let my people go, that they may serve me‘ (Ex 
7:16; 8:1, 20; 9:1, 13; 10:3). 

• This act of service comes in different forms (e.g. sacrifice, holding a 
festival like Passover) but each time it is ritualistic. 

• With this framework you can understand why the service of other god’s 
was forbidden (Duet 4:19, 28; 5:9; 7:4, 16) 

 
3) Reverence 

• This third concept refers to the idea of respect for God demonstrated 
by obedience and faithfulness. 

                                                 
1  Gen. 18:2; 19:1; 23:7, 12; 24:26, 48, 52; 33:3, 6f; 37:7; 42:6; 43:26, 28; 48:12; Exod. 4:31; 12:27; 18:7; 32:8; 34:8; 

Num. 22:31; 25:2; Deut. 29:26; Ruth 2:10; 1 Sam. 20:41; 24:8; 25:23, 41; 28:14; 2 Sam. 9:6, 8; 14:33; 18:21, 28; 24:20; 1 Ki. 

1:16, 23, 31, 47, 53; 2:19; 18:7; 19:18; 2 Ki. 2:15; 4:37; 17:16; 21:3, 21; 1 Chr. 21:21; 29:20; 2 Chr. 20:18; 25:14; 29:28, 30; 

33:3; Neh. 8:6; Ps. 35:14; 38:6; 57:6; 145:14; 146:8; Lam. 2:10; Dan. 10:15. 
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Exercise: 

• Consider the following references where God reminds Israel ‘I am the LORD 

your God…’ 

(Exod. 6:7; 20:2; Lev. 19:36; 20:24; 25:38; 26:13; Num. 15:41; Deut. 5:6; Ps. 

81:10; Isa. 48:17; 51:15; Joel 3:17) 

 

a) For each why do you think he reminds them of this fact? 

b) What expectation of Israel follows? 

 

• This could involve keeping God’s commandments (Duet 5:29; 6:2, 24; 
Eccl 12:13), obeying God’s voice (1 Sam 12:14; Hag 1:12), walking in 
God’s ways (Deut 8:6; 10:12; 2 Chr 6:31); turning away from evil (Job 
1:1, 8; 2:3; 28:28) or serving God (Deut 6:13; 10:20; Josh 24:14). 

 
Is this the full picture? Will our word study suffice? 
 

Worship in the context of redemption 
 
Understanding the terminology is important and useful, but we also need 
consider the broader theological context. 

• The Bible makes plain that worship is only acceptable to God if it is 
based on a true knowledge of God and his will. In other words, doing 
what God says in the way he wants. 

• This expectation is in direct response to what God has done for his 
people – specifically Israel in saving them from slavery and redeeming 
them to be his special people. 

• The whole lead up to God giving Israel his 10 commandments at Mount 
Sinai suggests that there were particular ways that God should be 
approached. 

• Exodus 19 – The people are reminded of what God has done for them 
(3-4), they are then called God’s ‘treasured possession’ and 
accordingly Israel were to ‘obey [God] fully and keep [his] 
commandment’ (5-6). The practical way that Israel were to show that 
they were indeed God’s ‘kingdom of priests and [his] holy nation’ was 
to be obedient. What remains in Exodus 19 is the preparation for 
meeting with God – it is quite clearly on God’s terms that the people will 
approach. At that, the 10 Commandments are handed down (Ex 20:1-
17) followed by the Covenant code which showed Israel how to apply 
the commandments to various aspects of their lives. 

• Worship would involve obedience to God command in every sphere of 
life. 

 
 

Worship in the ancient (Old Testament) world 
 
God’s work in saving Israel is not philosophical – he chose a time a place to 
intervene in Israel’s history. He chose is operate at a time where many ancient 
cultures worshipped gods by systems of sacrifice, ritual, sacramental buildings 
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Reflection: 

• Can you see any similarity in the physical layout of the 

churches today compared to this Old Testament time? 

and priests and he chose to operate in ways that could be understood by 
those at the time. 
 
It is for this reason that Israel were called also to express their relationship 
with God through systems of sacrifice, ritual, sacramental buildings and 
priests. But there is a distinct difference. God expected an exclusive 
relationship with his people in contrast to the many different cults of paganism. 
 
We see this expressed in four main ways: 
 

1) The significance of the tabernacle. 

• In the Old Testament the set up of the ‘tabernacle’ as a place that the 
people of Israel could come to worship God was of utmost importance. 
The tabernacle was the sign that God was dwelling with his people. (In 
fact the Hebrew word of tabernacle means ‘dwelling’ – c.f. Ex 25:8) 

 

• The setting up of the tabernacle 
is described in detail in Exodus 
(25-31) – it is specific and 
should be because the Lord is 
to dwell there with his people. 

• The focal point of the 
tabernacle is the ‘Ark of the 
Covenant’ – the box in which 
the 10 Commandments were 
housed (Ex 25:10-22). This is 
symbolic of the fact that God 
rules his world by his Word. 

• The tabernacle was meant to 
be portable (necessary as the 
people of Israel were to wander 
around the desert for forty 
years). It was to be placed in 
the centre of Israel’s camp – 
with equal number of tribes to 
the north, south, east and west 
(Ex 40:36-38; Num 2). 

• It’s central location, the detailed 
arrangements that surrounded 
it and the specifications of who 
could approach it all serve as a 

visible reminder that God is holy, that he dwells with his people, but 
that they should ensure he is central to their lives. 
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Reflection: 

• What vestiges carry over from this Old Testament system of 

Priesthood into today’s Church practice? 

• As Israel moved into the promised land the tabernacle is replaced by 
the temple (1 Kgs 6) – still the place were the ark of the covenant was 
placed (1 Kgs 8). The Word of God is till central to the worship of Israel. 
(see expanded notes on the ‘significance of the temple’ in the PTC 
notes pp 19-21) 

 
2) The role of the Priests. 

• The ordinary Israelite could not approach God in his holy place – he 
could go as far as the entrance of the curtain (Ex 29:42-46). Instead 
God provided priests who would perform the sacrifices on behalf of the 
behalf which atoned for their sins – by this the people could come to 
God. 

• The priesthood was to be the channel for the continual flow of the Word 
of God into Israel’s life. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3) The Sacrificial System 

• The sacrificial system is instituted to ‘make atonement’ – a complicated 
way of saying to make something clean again. The reason why the 
system was so necessary was because of the absolute need for Israel 
to be atoned – firstly because sin was universal (it involved everyone), 
secondly because sin was serious, and last because humankind was 
and is completely incapable of doing anything to deal with sin. 

• ‘Atonement’ was secured, not by any value inherent in the sacrificial 
system, but because offering a sacrifice was the divinely instituted way 
of securing atonement. The sacrifices point to some important truths2: 

o the victims (never human) must always be unblemished – 
indication the necessity for perfection. 

o The victims must cost something – atonement is not cheap and 
sin should never be taken lightly. 

o Death of the victim is important – it recognizes that the 
consequences for sin is death and therefore the benefit of 
atonement is that sin is put aside. 

 
 
 
 

• There were several different forms of sacrifice. Leviticus approaches 
them in different ways: 

 

                                                 
2
  L.L.Morris, ‘Atonement’ in NBD, Leicester; IVP, 3

rd
 ed. 1996, 102. 
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Reflection: 

• What is baptism? Is it a cleansing? 

Sacrifice Teaching 
(theory) 

Instruction 
(regulation) 

Practice (operation) 

Burnt offering 1:3-17 6:8-13 

Grain (or cereal) 
offering 

2:1-16 6:14-23 

 
Corporate 
Sacrifice 

Fellowship (or 
peace) offering 

3:1-17 7:11-38 

Sin offering 4:1-5:13 6:24-29  
Individual 
Sacrifice 

 

Guilt offering 5:14-6:7 7:1-10 

 Order 
1. Individual Atonement – Sin offering to 

deal with sin (9:7-11)  
2. Individual Consecration3 – Burnt 

offering to symbolize devotion to God 
(9:12-14) 

3. Corporate Atonement – Sin offering to 
deal with the sin of the people (9:15) 

4. Corporate Consecration – Burnt 
offering (9:16) and then the Grain 
offering (9:17) to symbolize devotion 
to God. 

5. Fellowship – finally the peace offering, 
shared by the offerers and the priest to 
symbolize the re-establishment of the 
relationship with God. 

 

• The specific nature of the sacrifices and the order in which they are to 
be performed indicates that cleansing is understood only with the 
established covenantal relationship 

• It was because Israel were the special people of God that they had a 
relationship with God – it was not however a one-sided affair. The 
sacrifices were an act of obedience that held Israel accountable to 
God. 

 
4) Cleansing and Sanctification 

• God is holy and in turn desires that his people Israel to be holy. This is 
fundamental to worship. Sin was to be avoided in every aspect of life. 

• When sin occurred (as it frequently did) or when they became unclean 
through failure to maintain the purity laws they needed atonement and 
cleansing – both involved the spilling of blood. 

• Why blood? – Lev 17:10-11 ‘the life of a creature is in the blood, and I 
[God] have given it to you to make atonement of yourselves on the 
altar’. 

• The life of an unblemished animal, represented by its blood splashed 
over the altar is the ransom price for the life of the worshipper. It is not 
that animal blood is more special or magical – it is that animal blood is 
what God has ordained has suitable for sacrifices. 

• Atonement and forgiveness came through the sacrificial system, but it 
was important that the person was cleansed by strictly obeying God’s 
word and sought forgiveness in repentance and faith. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
3
  ‘Consecration’ means ‘to make sacred, to set apart’ 
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Conclusion 
 
This has been a way too brief summary of how Old Testament describes the 
‘worship’ expected of Israel. Of central importance is the tabernacle because 
is shows God dwells with his people), the priesthood (because it shows how 
God has chosen to communicate with his people), the sacrificial system 
(because it provides a way for the people to be reconciled with God), and the 
resulting sanctification (because it provide a pattern for how Israel were to 
relate to God). 
 
Acceptable worship is based on a true knowledge of God’s character and will. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
For next Week: 
 

• Read Unit 1 (for this week) and Unit 2 (for next week).   
 
 
 

References (for possible further reading) 
 
D.B. Knox, ‘Worship I’ in D. Broughton Knox Selected Works – Volume II Church 

and Ministry (Kingsford: Matthias Media, 2003), 221-23. 
 
 
  

Application: 

• What are the most important lessons that the Old Testament teaches us about 

the worship that is acceptable to God? 

 


