
Biblical Worship
Kyle Skaggs provides a look at what constitutes worship that
pleases God.

What is worship? Is it attending church service on Sundays? Is
it singing hymns or praise songs? What does good worship look
like?

It is generally understood that worship is an activity not
limited to hymns or offerings on Sunday. Despite this, it is
all too common that we find ourselves viewing it in just such
a way. Worse, we find ourselves going through the motions of
worship, but find ourselves treating it more and more like a
chore.

The source of this problem is that we either do not have a
biblical understanding of worship, or that we don’t know how
to apply it. We need to define what constitutes worship in a
biblical worldview, what worship is pleasing to the Lord, and
what worship is not pleasing to the Lord.

Worship is any honor rendered to God that would be sinful to
give to anything else. Worship is more than hymns and prayers.
Worship can be rendered in every moment of our waking lives.
It is worship when we learn and meditate on the Scriptures.
The  act  of  talking  to  God  when  we  offer  prayers  of
thanksgiving, intercession, or even when we pour our hearts
out  in  grief,  is  also  worship.  When  we  give  back  our
firstfruits. When we clothe and feed the needy in Christ’s
name. When we proclaim the gospel to those who do not know
Christ. All of these activities and more are part of worship.

Worship That Pleases God
With worship defined, we can now jump to what worship is
pleasing to God. The passage I am focusing on, to break down
the components of what kind of worship God wants, is the burnt
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offering of Leviticus 1. Why the burnt offering? Because the
themes and narrative techniques point towards proper worship.

The first things which stand out in this passage are recurring
themes  found  in  the  rest  of  Leviticus.  These  themes  are
atonement and purification. God has made a covenant with the
Israelites, saying, “Be holy, because I, the Lord your God am
holy” (Leviticus 19:2). A theme more specific to chapter 1,
yet still present throughout, is goodwill from God and from
man.

The first repeated instruction is that the sacrifice must be
without blemish. This occurs three times. The second is the
sprinkling  or  pouring  of  blood,  which  also  -occurs  three
times. The third is the laying of hands on the offering at the
Tabernacle before killing it. The fourth is an instruction to
skin and divide the offering on the altar. The last repeated
instruction is to wash the offering. Some key words and ideas
that are repeated include the need for one’s sacrifice to be
“without  defect,”  atonement,  the  head  and  the  fat  of  the
offering,  that  all  of  the  animal  (except  any  explicitly
described parts) is to be burnt, and finally, the idea that
the smoke from the offering makes “an aroma pleasing to YHWH.”

The  sprinkling  of  blood,  as  translated  in  the  New
International Version, is technically correct, but there may
be  better  choices  of  translation.  The  root  word  is
[zaraq]זהָנָ  meaning  to  spurt,  splatter,  or  sprinkle.  Some
translations have the word “cast” or “throw.”{1} There is
nothing gentle in this act. Blood is life, and from dietary
laws, it is clear that life is highly valued. The implication
is that the loss of something as precious as life is required
for atonement. Sanctification is conveyed through the shedding
of blood on behalf of the person who gives the offering.{2}

The reasons for laying one’s hand on the offering’s head are
threefold. First, that it may be accepted as an offering on
the person’s behalf. Second, there must be a cost to this



offering, and the act of laying hands declares ownership{3},
so the owner takes responsibility for that cost. Third, the
hands are laid so that the animal may atone for one’s sin.{4}

The innards and the legs of the offering are to be washed with
water. Water and fire are both purifying agents in Jewish
rituals. The innards contain excrement, and the legs gather
dirt as the animal walks around. For birds, the crop and
feathers are to be thrown down the eastern side of the altar
with the ashes. Therefore, the act of washing the guts and
legs of the bull and ram, as well as dumping the feathers and
crop from an offering of
turtle doves into the ashes, is a final act of purification
before the offering is burnt and the smoke goes up to the
Lord.

An “aroma pleasing to the Lord” is a recurring phrase. One
translator writes that the Hebrew equivalent to “pleasing” is
“placating,” “tranquilizing,” “quieting,” and “soothing.”{5}
Another  translates  the  word  to  mean  “sweet,”  “pleasant,”
“restful,” and “delightful.” Some translations even use the
word “savory.”{6} Both translations work well in conveying the
meaning of the text: that the sacrifice is pleasing to the
Lord, so “a sweet aroma” or “a placating aroma” seems to be
the best fit among the other meanings.

As  you  read  through  this  passage,  note  how  the  offering
provides atonement for sin. The burnt offering in chapter 1 is
different from the sin offering found in chapter 4, which is
for the atonement of accidental sins. The Hebrew word used in
this  passage, קָרְבָּ֖ן   (qarban),  can  translate  directly  to
“offering,” but when we compare the offering of Leviticus 1 to
those in later chapters, we find different words used for
offering.  For  example,  Leviticus  4:1-34  uses  the  word
הַֽחַטָּ֔את  (haḥaṭṭāṯ),  which  translates  roughly  to  “sin
offering.” The offering in Leviticus 1 is קָרְבָּ֖ן (qarban),
which simply refers to an offering in general. It is also used
to mean “gift.”{7} So, the offering of Leviticus 1 is a casual



affair compared to the sin offering and offerings for holidays
like Passover.

Both the gift and the giver must undergo purification. It also
reveals bits of our nature relative to God’s early on, despite
it being a freewill offering; the sinful nature of humanity
necessitates that one receive atonement simply to worship God!
From this, we gather that God demands reverence even in the
most  casual  forms  of  worship.  As  previously  stated,  the
purpose of the burnt offering was to provide atonement, to
make oneself acceptable to God, and to please Him with one’s
gift. It shows that God is merciful and patient, allowing for
sin to be covered by the application of a sacrifice. It shows
that He is just, He will not tolerate sin. The wages of sin
are  death  (Romans  6:23),  and  something  must  die  for  any
transgressions to be covered up. While the laying of hands on
the sacrifice does not quite translate well to English, it
shows responsibility and a willingness to give from one’s own
possessions. This in turn shows that God desires whole-hearted
worship.

Unpleasing Worship: Pagan Practice
As you can see, the most important part of worship is one’s
attitude  towards  God.  This  in  turn  requires  a  correct
understanding of who God is, and His nature in relation to our
worship. The sacrificial system in Leviticus is similar to
that  of  the  pagan  cultures  in  the  Middle  East  and  the
Mediterranean. By contrasting the nature of their gods and
worship with that of the one true God, we can gain insight on
what our attitude should be toward Him.

In the pagan myths of the Mediterranean and the Middle East
like the Enuma Elish, humanity was frequently created as an
afterthought. They were made to do tasks the gods couldn’t be
bothered to do themselves, or were made to pay tribute since
they happened to exist. They are never made in God’s image.
For example, the Sumerian gods created humanity out of the



blood and bones of an evil primordial being to serve them so
they could focus on other tasks. In the Greek myths, man is
created by the titan brothers, Epimetheus and Prometheus, to
provide the gods with entertainment, and is only given the
ability to walk upright like the gods because all other gifts
had been foolishly given to all the animals.

Our God, on the other hand, deliberately created mankind in
His own image. He told man (male and female) to fill the earth
and  have  dominion  over  all  in  it.  God  made  humanity  the
crowning jewel of His creation.

The pagan gods needed sacrifices like food offerings. They
depended on humans to feed them with their offerings, and they
gained strength from their worship, as can be seen in Elijah’s
showdown with the prophets of Baal who conducted increasingly
desperate rituals in the hope that Baal would send fire down
from heaven.

Our God has no such needs. He does not need us to provide
sustenance  for  Him  because  He  needs  nothing.  He  is  the
ultimate power and authority whether we worship him or not.

In  contrast  to  the  gods  of  the  Canaanites,  who  were  as
sexually immoral, violent, and greedy if not more so than the
culture that created them, God is wholly good. It can be seen
from the emphasis of purity throughout Leviticus that God will
not accept impurity in His people or in their offerings.

Finally, the worship of the Canaanites could not be separated
from magical practice. Words had power, and thus prayers were
formulaic  in  order  to  properly  evoke  the  powers  of  the
deity.{8} A worshiper who said the right words and presented a
suitable sacrifice in just the right way may receive blessings
in  return,  like  a  magical  sword  or  a  good  harvest.  The
Scriptures condemn this: “And when you pray, do not keep on
babbling  like  pagans,  for  they  think  they  will  be  heard
because of their many words.”(Matthew 6:7) The Lord is nothing



like this; He knows the desires of our heart. He cannot be
influenced by our worship, but blesses the obedient according
to His good pleasure.

Unpleasing Worship: Cain’s Offering
As we can see from the nature of God, how He prescribed the
burnt offering in Leviticus, and how worship as practiced by
the pagans is offensive to Him, the core of good worship is
found in one’s attitude towards God. Where the pagans did not
have the benefit of a special revelation of God’s word (though
they are without excuse, Romans 1:20), those who did know the
Lord also gave offerings that displeased Him. When we look at
the next kind of offering that displeases God, we again see
that one’s worship is determined by the inclination of the
heart.

In Genesis 4, Cain and Abel both offered sacrifices to the
Lord, but one was loved and the other was spurned because his
works  were  evil  and  he  treated  the  Lord’s  offering  with
contempt. Able offered the fat portions from the first of the
flock, while Cain only offered some of his produce. When God
rejected his offering, Cain became angry, and when God warned
him to do what is right. Cain was unwilling to change his
ways. That is why Cain murdered his brother, “because his own
actions were evil and his brother’s were righteous” (1 John
3:12). Therefore, to respect God and His offering we must, as
John puts it, abide in love. If we do not love God, then we
cannot love the people around us who are made in His image.
Rather, we easily come to hate them, even to the point of
murder.

The self-righteous do not approach God with humility. They
give only what they want when they want, live like the rest of
the world, don’t spend any time with God, and then wonder why
they can’t hear the Holy Spirit!  It is impossible for the
self-righteous to present a pleasing offering to the Lord.



This self-righteous offering appears again and again in the
Old and New Testaments. This is why the prophets frequently
decry the people’s sacrifices. What they say concerning the
offering shows just how much the offering was disrespected.

“When  you  offer  blind  animals  for  sacrifice,  is  that  not
wrong? When you sacrifice lame or diseased animals, is that
not wrong? Try offering them to your governor! Would he be
pleased  with  you?  Would  he  accept  you?”  says  the  Lord
Almighty.  (Malachi  1:8)

Again in Isaiah, “These people come near to me with their
mouth and honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far
from me. Their worship of me is based on merely human rules
they have been taught.” (Isaiah 29:13)

In the New Testament, we have the example of Ananias and his
wife Sapphira, who lied about the portion of their offering
and were struck dead. In the gospels, we have the Pharisees
whom  Jesus  called  hypocrites.  Their  actions  appear  to  be
righteous, but the inclination of their hearts render their
worship worthless.

Application
So what does this mean for us? The foundation of God-pleasing
worship is the inclination of our heart. It is our attitude
towards  our  relationship  with  God  that  determines  how  we
worship. Pagan-style worship approaches God as if He were
inattentive, finite, and uncaring. If we can evoke His name
just right, if our offerings are good, then we have an ‘in’
with God. Ultimately, we are trying to bribe God.

Cain’s  worship  was  characterized  by  apathy  and  self-
righteousness. Outside of church, one dedicates no time to
God. In finance, in time, in prayer, and in actions people
offer up the scraps from the prosperity God has given them.
They say that Christ is Lord, yet are too self-righteous and



self-reliant to listen to the Holy Spirit.

We are obligated to worship God simply because He is. He
doesn’t need it, but He desires it. As a personal God, worship
is a part of His relationship with us. God is good. Therefore,
we must approach Him with humility. Good worship is giving Him
the  respect  He  deserves  as  our  creator  and  ruler  of  the
universe.

What we offer in worship needs to be pure. Our hearts need to
be  reconciled  to  God,  and  we  need  to  approach  Him  with
humility and the respect He deserves as our creator. The key
to God-pleasing worship is the inclination of the heart.

Furthermore, worship is tied to everything we do day to day.
Jesus said, “Whatever you did for one of the least of these, .
. . you did for me.” (Matthew 25:40). So even when we are not
singing praises, praying, or meditating on God’s word, we can
still be worshiping, because our deeds are a kind of offering.
This means we need to consistently choose to abide in love, or
we will stumble over Cain’s sin. Whatever we do, even if it is
just a morning devotional, we should examine the state of our
heart and ask the Holy Spirit to align it with God’s.
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