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FORMAILISM & FALSE RELIGION

By Foy Vimson

Definition of Subject

Formalism is defined as “strict or excessive attention to outward forms and
customs” or “an over-emphasis on ceremony or outward form, often without
p]raucltlucalll meaning.” For our purposes, formalismm smmp ly refers to a s]p)iilr[iltlu[alll
cardiectomy in which the worship and spiritual life of an individual or people
have been (dlllb]P)(O) sessed or (dl(e]pnrw«e‘(dl of its heart, and all that remains is that which
is outward or external. We shall see that this sin or condition al]p)pll[i@(dl <es1pue<cftalllly
to worship.

False rellg'ton is somewhat more ge]nuelralll n its oneaning and may take various
forms. I find it ltlnnt(elﬁegltlumg that, in the New Testament, the word threskedia, which
ts translated “reli igion” in Acts 26:5 and James 1:26, 27, is rendered “\v\wonfs]hqu)” n
Colossians 2a8. Further, a form of this same word is translated ““W[HH[:\V\V(O)]rs]hl[L]p)” un
Colossians 2:23. So “false religion” is tantamount to “false worship.” Thus, both
parts s of oy §1U[lb)J|te(Clt bear a direct conmnection to w o>1f§]hqu

What Constitutes Worsh ip

There are four component parts to \»\wonrs]hu‘qp,~ any \WO]FS]hlii]Pn and they are ((11)) an
<o>1b»j]<ectt;: (('Z)) a §1u[lb)J]<ewctt;: ((3)) an attitude; and ((4;)) a form. We have Jr[hg]hntlly affirmed
1t]h1]ﬂ0>1utg]h1 the years that scriptural or acceptable baptism consists of three lt]hlﬁ]ﬂlg’&s
i.e., a proper su b»j]eclt a ]P)]F(O)]P)@]F actiomn, and a ]Pnrope]r purpose or d esigm, and that if
any one of these three ]P)a11r1t§ is missing, we no | (o>1nug<e]r have the “one lb)@lpltltslnnl” of
the New Testament. So, it is with W(our“b]hqu It takes all four of the above-mentioned
parts, and each must be the Jrltg]hlt part to constitute true or acceptable worship,
and if any part is missing, such an omission vitiates the whole. Hence, let us
examine these essential components of true W(ours]hliip as they allp)]p)ll[l(e‘(dl to Israel then
as well as to us now.
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The Right 0bject

Obviously, in \V\V(O)]FS]hllL]P) the ]P)IFlL]nUClL]P)al concern has to do with whom or what is bne\lumg
V\V(O)]FS]hllLP]P)(e(dl This concern determines the very nature and character of the action
of worship. Therefore, in examining what constitutes true V\V(OHFS]hllL]PL we, ]P)JrrO)]anHy
lbneglum with a consideration of the Jrlug]hlt <0)lb)J|(e<c1t off such \\\wonrs]hqu God left the ]Pxeop le
neither un the days of the ]P)]F‘O)]P)]hhe‘ltb nor un this present age to wonder or doubt or
to have to discover for themselves who the proper o b)J|<e<c1t of mamn’s \wors]hutp is.

In the very first words to Israel that He thundered down from Sinai, God said:

You shall have no other (g(oxds before me. You shall not make for yourself
any carved imagre, or any likeness of aunlylt]huumg that is in heaven above, or
that is tn the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth; you shall
not bow down to them mnor serve them. For I, the Lord youwr God, am a
jealous God. (Exod. 20:3—5)

When Jesus during his temptations was asked of Satan to worship him, the Lord
cited a statement penned by Moses to Israel in the book of Deuteronony, which
said, “You shall worship the Lord your God and Him only you shall serve” ((Matlt\
410). Notice the exclusivity of that statement! The devil had not said, “Quit
worshipping God and begin worshipping me.” Satan is content merely to share
the homage that properly belongs to the Creator. But Moses taught, and Jesus
reinforced, the vital truth that Jehovah is the only acceptable object of divine
worship.

In the sad and yet ultimately beautiful story unfolded in the book of Hosea,
we see that God cannot tolerate polytheism even 1t]huonutg]h1 He may be included! In
that story, Hosea symbolizes Jehovah, and Gomer represents lIsrael. Gomer’s lovers
are a picture of the other g@udls Israel worshipped. The scenario that is portrayed
is mot that Gomer (<1[§1rauell)) wholly and consciously forsakes Hosea ((G@udl)) but that
she becomes an adulteress and, hence, unfaithful to Hum. Israel is described as
]h1al\v{l]nlg a divided heart ((110::2)} Boice in The Minor Prophets comments as follows:

No doubt, when Hosea’s wife Gomer went off with her lovers, she would
have said that she was not buelunug entirely unfaithful to Hosea. She may have
said that she did “still love him.” But “love” like that has no place in
marriage. By its very nature and by the law of God marriage is an exclusive
affair. It is one man and one woman, fatthful to each other—“un pl[e]nuty or
in want, in joy or in sorrow, in sickness or in health, until death us do part.”
When another comes into the marriage what happens is that love is
betrayed and the Val(cftllllalltiilnlg partner is seen to be wnfaithful. This is what
Israel was doing. She was coming to the shrines of Jehovah and was
pretending to worship Him. She would have said that Jehovah was her God.
But even while s saying | this, Israel was multipl yiilnvg false altars. Israel was
really committing spiritual adultery with the idols of the land. (68)
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Omne of the severe condemmnations of the Gentiles of old was that they ““@xc]hlaunlg(e(dl
the truth of God for the lie, and w<o»1r§]h1ftpp<e<dl and served the creatuwre rather than
the Creator” (Rom. 125). When the apostle John was inclined to pay special
reverence to the aunlgell who had shown him the wondrous visions of Revelation,
he was rebuked with these words, “See that you do not do that. For I am youunr
fellow servant, and of your brethren the prophets, and of those who keep the
words of this book. Worship God” (Rev. 22:9). Therefore, if the object of worship
is wrong, the Wtonrglhliip is false.

The Right Subject

A second essential lunuglme(d tent of true v W(O)IFS]hllL]P) unvolves the v W(O>]F§]hlltlp)]P)(e]F hiuonself.
Many, s (ewe]nnuunugfllv think that God accepts worshiy p from anyone. The Jews often

made this 1nnuts1ta1]L<(e but such is an inexcusable presuwmption on the part of man.
Solomon, even before the days of the minor ]‘P>][°1O)IP)]hUe‘ltb,~ plrocl[alunnuedh “The sacrifice
of the wicked is an abomination to the Lord, but the prayer of the 1ut1p>1r[igf]h11t is His
dhe‘lliig]hnt"" (Prov. 28:q). Later, God, 1t]hur<o»ug]h1 Isaiah, said:

Bring no more futile sacrifices; incense is an abomination to Me. The New
Moomns, the Sabbaths, and the <ca1]Hlii1nlg of assemblies—I cannot endure
iniquity and the sacred meeting. Your New Moons and yowr appointed
feasts My soul hates; They are a trouble to Me, I am weary of 1bneaur[i1nlg themnn.
When you spread out your hands, I will hide My eyes from you; even
1t]huonut<g]h1 you make mamny prayers, I will not hear. Your hands are full of
blood. (Isa. 113-15)

Another poignant passagre, found in Amos 5:21—24, reads:

I hate, I de espise your feast days. And I do not savor your sacred assemblies.
T]huonmg]hl you offer Me burnt o Hﬁelrulmgs and your grain (OdHE(e]flUﬂlgb,« I willl mot
accept them, Nor will I regaur(dl your fattened peace (O)fifelrihnlg& Take away
from Me the noise of your songs, For 1 will not hear the melody of your
stl'ing'ed itnstruments. But let justice rum down like water, And
righteousness like a mighty stream.

What God was saying was: “Get your life in order. Treat your fellowman as you
should and respect My will. Then you may acceptably worship Me.” Jesus made
the same point in the Sermon on the Mount when he cautioned: “Therefore if you
lburii]nlg your g[[iflt to the altar, and there remember that your brother has s<onnnuelt]h1[hmg
against you, leave your gift there before the altar, and go youwr way. First be
reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift” (Matt. 5:23, 24).
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Note, again, that the worship described in the 1(0)1r<e<g<o>lunlg passages was not
reject ted or condemned because it was directed to the Wrong o b)J ect. God was the
One bei ung V\V(O)]FS]hllL]P)]PNe(dl The problem was not with the One bei ung worshipped, but
with the ones do ung the \W(Ob]FS]hllL]P)]P)lL]ﬂlg\« They were the Wrong subjects! God desires
the devotion and homage of “the upjright,” L.e., those who continue to “hear the
law,” (Prov. 28:9), but the incorrigibles who persist in following their own way
rather than §1utlb)1nnuutltlunlg themselves to the will of the Lord may as well save
themselves the effort of (odHF(elr[Unlg any act of \W(O)]FS]hllL]P))\ for He will not have it!
Worship directed to our Maker should only proceed from a heart of love,
devotion, and humble submission to the divine will. If worship comes from any
other source, it is but a sham and a cheap substitute for the real t]huunug

Interest tlunlrg y, tn the New Testament only a certain class of ]Pne(o»]P)l e are
described as the proper s1udb>j]<e<ctts of \\\wonrg]hnqp)—lt]hue ]Pne(o»plle of God, those who have
been reconciled to God in the one body. In 1 Corinthians 3:16, the apostle asks, “Do
you not know that you are the temple of God and that the Spirit of God dwells in
you?” In the days of the prophets, the earthly temple in Jerusalem was looked
upon as the symbol of the divine presence. The Jews went to Jerusalem to worship,
for the t t(elnm]p)l e was the place in particular where such worship was proffered. Paul,
therefore, is 1t<ea1<c]huun1rg that the church—a relationship, not a g@(ongraqp)]hllL(C@lll
location—is the place for divine worship in this age. The children of God in Christ
Jesus constitute a divinely authorized worshipping society. The apostle Peter
corroborates this conclusion by aﬂﬁf[hmnmfumg to Christians that “you also, as ll[i\v{hnlg
stones are 1bneibn1g bl up a s]p)iilriiltuall[ house, a holy lp)lr[he‘stt]hl(o"o»(dl,\ to offer up spihriiltlumll
sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.... But you are a chosen
generation, a royal priesthood, a holy mation, His own special people, that you
may proclaim the praises of Him who has called you out of darkness into His
marvelous light” (1 Pet. 2:5, 9). In Rev. 1:6, John says that Christ “has made us kings
and priests to His God and Father.”

Under the first covenant, the Levitical priesthood was ordained to minister

un the t<elnnup>ll<e to offer QFUF ts and sacrifices for the 1pne<o»|p)ll<e to function in their

behalf in lt]hue matter of (d[lL\VlL]nl(e \\>\V<O>]F§]hlltlp) I yvou willl, 1t]hue\v were the only authorized

worshippers (in a direct sense) in b»«e]hlalllF of the people. Under the new covenant,

this distinction between priest and people has been discarded, and the people of

God, all of them, together make wp this “holy priesthood” and every Christian

individually is a priest in his own right. However, still only priests can

scripturally perform the divine service.

These washed, sanctified, and justified people are the only ones who
now may properly wors hllL]P) their God. Peter said that the ones who
should proclaim God’s praises were those who had been “called out of
darkness into his marvelous light” (1 Peter 2:9).
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This principle which dllLSltlUﬂuglU[1L§]hues the qualified worshipper from the
unqualified one was <c<o>1n1tlunuumllllly missed by the Israelites in the days of the
prophets. They i t]huonurg]hlt that as | <o>1n1g as they followed the external rituals of the
law and ]regludlaurlly offered such worship to God, He would accept both them and
their worship in spite of their 1unn1g<o><dllly and g}mssl[y ummoral lives. The prophets
were sent repeatedly to warn them that 1n1<ont]h1illn1g could be further from the truth,
and that they were 1F<o»ll1l<o»w[i1nlg the path to certain destruction. Yes, God desires to
be ]P>1ralii§e(dl and adored by His creatures, but only by those who come to Him out
of a pure heart and who are characterized by holy ]'.ﬁ\\’ﬁ]nlg; for, says Jesus, “The
Father is seeking such to worship Him” (John 4:23).

The Right Attitude

This third characteristic of acceptable worship is closely associated with the one
just comsidered, for, certainly, if one does not possess the rfug]hut attitude, he is most
assuredly not the mg]hut su b>J|<e<CIt Paradoxically, then, one Jnnuug]hnt be characterized
generally by a life that is upright and respectful of divine law regardless of
whether he be an Israelite wnder the first covenant or he is a Christian uwnder the
second covenant, and yet in the exercise of \\\wours]hlﬁp ttself be lLauckfumg n the 1rftg]h11t
attitude. Men always find it easier to do than to be. Like rivers we tend to follow
the course of least resistance rather than to ex]pne\lnudl the necessary mental effort
that must always accompany true \»\V(onrs]hnqpn (C(O)1nls<e<q[1une‘1nutlly,\ almost withowut fail,
ritual evolves into an end within itself. W. Robertson Smith, as quoted by John
Paterson, has written, “What itn one generation is a lllt\vmnug truth becomes in a later
generation a mere dead formula, part of the religion learned by rote” (151).
Nowhere is this more pronounced than in the acts of \W(O)]FS]hlll]P) That which un
earlier days had been a 1[7[71/6‘61/[71/[1171£fo/// exercise of faith becomes with the passage of
tinne and ge]nuelfantluonnm a 1[7[71/6»31/[71/1//71gf//@§§ exercise of automation and futilicy! Also, the
continual repetition of a rite, if not closely watched, may lead to a dulling of one’s
plurlutlumlll sensitivity so that, like (dhrlt\vu]nlg down the interstate ]hlll‘g]hl\w/aly)« we put it
on “auatomatic” without engaging the mind. This routinization of the vital was a
constant ]P)]FO blemnn among | the Jews, and when Jesus walked among them, the
1tlut]huun1g of anise and cumumiun” and the <cll<eallnl§|llnlg of “the outside of the pl atter”
had come to constitute the essence of their 1ﬁell[[gii(o>1nu They had learned lt]humonutgh
experience that an external religion was much easier than one that always
involved the heart or soul, i.e., the depths of one’s inner being. Like comumitted
sfunlg es, they did not want to become “emotionally tnvolved.”
Such \\>\V<o»1rs]huup) or thellltfgﬂuonm leads to a llaur@ellv uncConsclous <c]h1(aunlgte un_one’s

attitude toward (G(O)d unt W]hnuc]hl His sovere Lglnl \wulHl and one’s continual obligration to

conform every facet of one’s life thereto are 1F<o>1rg<o> tten. Instead, one comes to

Jr(efgfallr(dl Hiumn muuch as the idolater of old did his QFO(C“ L.e., as one to be appeased,

lb)anrtgfauunuedl with, vea, 1nn1a11n1lupnudlant@(dl with certain Jnnuunuunnlalll requirements. This is

F<onr1nn1alllu s or legralisnn at its worst.



Page 6 of 8

Jesus spoke to this problem in the fourth chapter of Johmn, “But the howr is
coming;, and now is, when the true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit
and truth; for the Father is @eekuunug such to worship Him. God is Spirit, and those
who worship Him must worship Hion in spirit and truth (John 4:23, 24). The phrase
“but the howur is coming, and now is” is transitional and denotes the removal of
the old system, the worship of which had largely degenerated into empty
externalism. Thus, this system was to be replaced by the worship of a spiritually
renovated people who would offer the sacrifices of “a broken and a contrite heart”
(Ps. 51:17). His statement is somewhat reminiscent of Jeremiah’s when he says:

“After those days,” says the Lord, “I will put My law in their minds, and
write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people.
No more shall every man teach his 1nue|ug]h1 bor, and every man his brother,

saying, ‘Know the Lord,” for they all shall know Me, from the least of them
to the greatest of them.” (ler. 31:33, 34)

To worship God “in spirit” is to worship Him with the spirit, which is the same as
the mind, the soul, or the heart. Since God is Spirit, and man also is a spirit clothed
in flesh, the human spirit, in true worship, reaches out and communes with the
Spirit of spirits. The outward forms or rites of worship are but the means or
instruments by which the human spirit contacts the divine one. So, without the
activity and participation of man’s spirit, no actual worship ever takes place, for
the form does not worship God, but the spirit that employs the form.

It Jﬂe\felrlriilnlg to two forms of worship, praying and singing, the apostle Paul
teaches that both should be done “with the spirit” (1 Cor. 14:15). The same apostle,
further, says of singing that it should be offered “with grace in your hearts to the
Lord” or with the “making (of) melody in your heart to the Lord” (Col. 3:16; Eph.
519). The most incisive passage in the New Testament on the necessity of heart-
tnvolvenment un W<o»1r§]h1[qp) ts 1 Cortnthians m:25—30, which reads:

Therefore, whoever eats this bread and drinks this cup of the Lord in an
unworthy manner will be guilty of the body and blood of the Lord. But let
a man examine himself, and so let him eat of that bread and drink of that
cup. For he who eats and drinks in an unworthy manner eats and drinks
judgment to himself, not discerning the Lord’s body. For this reason many
are weak and sick among you, and many sleep.

Two lt]huunlgs are learned from this passage in addition to the fact that God funds
heartless worship repugnant. First, the worshipper who lacks the rlght attitude
actually does himself great harm in the very act of worship. Paul says in this
unstance that he “eats and drinks j]luudlglnnuelnnt (tC(O)]nl(dl(e]Uﬂl]ﬂl(allth(O)]ﬂl ]F\V) to hiumself.” No
wonder he that, in assembli ung, they were comuing 1t<ong<elt]hue]r not for better but for
the worse” (v. 17).
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God had 1 ong ago declared lt]hl]F(OﬂUUg]hl Isaiah and Amos that he “hated,” “despised,”
and looked upon as an “a bomiunation” ritual without reverence or form withowt
fervor. This kind of ]anodfannlal1tii<o>1n1 or §a1<01ri‘d[ege,\ undoubtedly, hastened the day of
God’s j]lundlg]nnu@]mlt upon Israel. The Christian should not think that he will fare any
better when he is gluﬂilhty of the same conduct.

Second, the effect that mere formalism in worship has 1qu><ounl the worshipper’s
spiritual life and vitality is to kill thenm off. The worship of God was des ltglnuedl not
only for the g] ory of God but also for the g@@d of man. Every act of worship which
Jehovah has ordained, whether in the days of the prophets or in this present
<dll‘i§]peln1sa11t|1(0)1n1,\ has tn mind the sutlre]nuglt]huelmihnug and 1qu>lb>1ur[ill(dlimg of man before his
God. When, however, man ravages these acts by robl b)lunug them of his heart, he
obliterates amy, and every, benefit which otherwise would have accrued to his
soul. We may be guilty of [not discerning] even when surrounded by quietness
and apparent reverence and with a very serious look wupon our countenance.
Without the Jr[ig]hnt attitude our worship is for ]manutg]hutl!

The Right Form

The fourth and final constituent of true worship is the right form. Jesus stated
that God was to be worshipped “in spirit and truth.” Generally, we have
understood the Lord to be setting forth two requirements here: one, the rlght:
attitude; and the other, the right form. Some, however, have contended that only
one requirement is actually mentioned tn the passage, and that He is merely
saying that we should worship God in spirit and in fact or genuinely. 1 John 3:8 is
adduced as an example of this particular meaning of the expression “in truth”
where John exhorts, “Let us not love utn word or un tongue, but in deed and un
truth.” We are told that if Jesus had meant to say in John 4 that we are to worship
God wpon the basis of truth or accordi ling to truth, He would have wused the
preposition “epi,” which means “on the basis of,” instead of the preposition “en.”

Now, this all may be true, but <o»1r1n1<elt]huunug else is also undeniably true, and that
is that acceptable worship must be offered in the form revealed in the word of
God. The forms or outward expressions of true worship have always been
determined by God, mever by man. Worship does involve ritmal or the
performance of a rite. That is what is meant by an “act” of worship. But God always
tells man what “act” to perform in the worship of Him. Paul said, “And whatever
you do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus” (Col. 3:17). In failing
or Jr<eif1ut§lunlg to do what God requires in worship, men repudiate the essence of
worship, namely, Q]huo\\xvuunug honor and res pectt to God! How can a man show true
reverence for God if in the very act he employs for worship, he goes beyond or
outside the will of God?
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Iin worship, as in other areas, man tends to resist any lumitations or restrictions
imposed wpon him by God. Some years ago Pat Boone reco rded a song that
included the words, “Me and Jesus have our own thing going.” This was the thirust
of the entire song, and it was an effort to J|1U[§1tldfy individual freedon of expression
and nonconformity tn rel iig[houuts natters.

Cain “had his own 1t]huurn«g going” when he <c]h1a11n1g<e<dl the form of worship from
the sacrifice of an anumal to the <o»1HF(e1rlunug of vegeta bles! Nadab and Abihu “had
thetr own 1t]huunl<g going” when they “offered profane fire before the Lord, which
He had not commanded then” (Lev. 1om) and thereby altered the form or outward
expression of worship divinely authorized! King Saul “had his own lt]huunlg going”
as well as they when he <c]hlaunvg(e<dl the Jrlug]hnt form of worship by presuming to act
in the capacity of a priest in offering a burnt offering (1 Sam. 13). Saul s<onung]hut to
J|1ut§1tldfy his action in the absence of Samuel by s saying;, “I [ felt <c<o>lnn1][)><e led, and
offered a burnt offering” (v. 12). And what were the results of such nonconformity
and freedom of expression? Cain’s offering was rejected; Nadab and Abihu were
devoured by a fire that “went out from the Lord; and Saul lost his throne! There
seems to be a lesson here somewhere.

Thus, in rejecting the forms of true worship ordained by God or in adding to
then, we engage in a kind of idolatry in that we have elevated our will and desures
above His and such corruption of the Jrlug]hnt form may well lead even to further
and more overt fornms of idolatry. Remenmber that you do not have to say, “I an
\\\V(OJ]FS]hl[[]P)]P)ﬁ]nlg an idol,” to be W<o>1r§]h1[[]p>piilnlg an idol! You Jnnliig]hllt say you are
\\\V(OJ]FS]hl[[]P)]P)ﬁ]nlg God and even believe that to be so while in fact you are \\\V(O)]FS]hlﬁ]P)]P)i]nlg
an idol.

Formalism and false religion were indeed problems that were faced
and dealt with by those Old Testament troubleshooters of God. And

lt]huonuugf]hl we live un terns of tume so far removed from them, we still owe

a_great debt of Qﬂrautlutluudl@ to these Qf@dllw men who at great cost to

lt]hue]nnls(ell\ve§ bNO)][(dHl\V enunciated p>]mum<cmp>1l¢es that are as ][']l’]llU[C]hl needed now

as they were then. Theur stern re bﬂU[ktGS and sobering warniungs are as

timely today as when first uttered nearly three millenniunns ago. As

1l<o»1n1(g‘ as men fail to res pect the S(o»\welmelugﬂm will of God concern Umg the

proper (o»lb)nte(ct s1udb>||te<01t antltlutlundle and F(O)]F][]ﬂl of W(O>]F§]h11t]p> these | pro b»lhe]nnls

WlLlH[ work lt]hlte‘lL]F §]D)lUFlL1t1U[al“. havoc and ruin. May we as ( Gr(O)(dl’S DEeo p)lhe today

be alert to lt]hueS(e dangrers—all of them—and recomumit ourselves to

always, and only, being “true worshippers” of our great God.!

1 Vinson, F. (1989). Formalism and False Religion. In M. Curry (Ed.), Minor Prophets for Every Man (pp.
177-188). Temple Terrace, FL: Florida College Bookstore.
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