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Right worship is God-centered (Exodus 20:22-26)
These instructions to Israel provide a good start in understanding worship. They point us to the heart of

worship.  We worship God correctly only when our worship is God-centered.

I. Right worship requires a right perception of God.
Cf. Deuteronomy 4:14-18 for the connection between Exodus 20:22 and 23.  Because they saw no form,

they were to make to form.
1. We rightly perceive God when we attend to His self-revelation. No one has the freedom to picture God as

they wish.  Therefore, we are to be students of God in His Word to learn what He has revealed about
Himself.

2. We rightly perceive God as incomparable with any created thing.  We should imagine God as any creature,
not even as a (fallen) human being.  

II. Right worship requires a right approach to God.
The altar represented one’s approach to God.

1. We should approach God on His terms and not ours.
a. This is presumed in the commands of this passage which limited their freedom in how to approach God.
b. This is explicit in the command to erect altars where He caused His name to be remembered. This is

associated with the Tabernacle and later the Temple, and special places where God revealed Himself and
commanded an altar to be built (e.g., Deut. 27:5-6; Joshua 8:30-31; Judges 6; 2 Samuel 24:18).  Failure
to obey this command resulted in the condemnation of the “high places” reported in Kings and
Chronicles.

 c. That we approach God on His terms is also explicit in the command against steps for the sake of
decency. Shame at nakedness was the first evidence of Adam and Eve’s sinful nature.  Nakedness and
the shame which we should have for it is directly connected to our sinful state, and would have been
inconsistent with offerings for sin.

2. We should approach God focusing on Him and not man.
The simplicity of altars made from earth or uncut stone focuses on the purpose of the altar rather than on

the object or the builder of it.  Altars of cut or dressed stone, as the Canaanites had, were a tribute to human
handcraft and would wrongly distract from God. 

We also need to guard against our methods of worship receiving more focus that God whom we should
be worshiping.

3. We should approach God with an attitude of willing obedience.
a. The simplicity of this worship reflects back to the patriarchs who lived lives of trust and obedience to

God. 
b. The context of these verses has the Ten Commandments preceding them and detailed instructions

following them. Those detailed instructions are concluded again with commands about worship.
We can truly worship God only with an attitude of willing obedience, even using Biblical forms, just as
baptism and the Bread and Cup.  The simple worship which God desires comes from hearts that are contrite
and humble (cf. Isaiah 57:15).  

We approach God today on the basis of the finished work of Jesus Christ, recognizing our spiritual poverty and
need for divine grace. 

III. Right worship requires a right anticipation concerning the worship of God.
1. We should anticipate a deepening appreciation for God and His grace as expressed in the burnt offerings

and fellowship offerings.
a. The burnt offerings refer to the sacrifice of animals which were totally consumed in the fire on the altar. 

These were sacrifices for sin and an expression of God’s grace in forgiving sin. 
b. The fellowship offerings refer to sacrifices which were only partly consumed in the fire on the altar. 

The remaining portion was eaten by those who brought the offering and hence represented fellowship
with God.

Together these pointed to a holy and gracious God, demanding sacrifice for sin but offering forgiveness and
fellowship to those who came with contrite and humble hearts.

2. We should anticipate His presence and His blessing.
a. The presence of God meant here is more than omnipresent and more than His presence with the nation

of Israel.  It was promised individually and is like that which David expressed in Psalm 23:4.
b. Children of God today have all spiritual blessings in Christ but can also have a day-by-day sense of

God’s special working in response to their obedience.  For example, our sacrifice of praise (and
thanksgiving) leads to an experience of God’s peace beyond understanding (Hebrews 13:15; Philippians
4:4-9). 

The Israelites offered animal sacrifices anticipating the ultimate sacrifice which would take away sin.  We look
back at that sacrifice, the death of Jesus Christ, and can be confident that we have forgiveness of sin and
fellowship with God through Jesus Christ.  Therefore, we should embrace God-centered worship, not based on our
feelings, but on His revelation.


