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editor’S note

The language in chapter three has been lightly 
edited and sparingly updated, the punctuation 
PDGH�FRQVLVWHQW��DQG�WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�FODULÀHG��
Where the meaning was unclear due to archaic 
sentence structure, we have attempted to clarify it 
according to the context.  
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I believe his message in this book shines like a 
searchlight to expose the great sin of  the modern 
church – the inventions of  man in the worship of  
God.

The church in the days of  John Knox had 
become “Thralldom Central,” with the popes 
adding one thing after another to keep the people 
and the money coming. Calvin used the term 
“thralldom” to describe a state of  fascination 
to the point of  complete absorption in things 
unbiblical. It is experienced by a thrilling desire 
for servitude and submission to a practice. Calvin 
attacked the thralldoms of  the Roman church and 
appealed for a return to Scripture. He wrote:

Nor do we do this as those miserable men who 
habitually bind over their minds to the thralldom 
of  superstition; but we feel that the undoubted 
power of  his divine majesty lives and breathes 
there [in Scripture].

The two great pillars upon which the kingdom of  
Satan is erected, and by which it is upheld, are 
LJQRUDQFH�DQG�HUURU��WKH�ÀUVW�VWHS�RI �RXU�PLVVLRQ�
from this spiritual thralldom consists in having 
our eyes opened, and being turned from darkness 
to light, Acts xxvi. 18. “However, we do not 

History repeats itself. This is why understanding 
history is helpful to us for interpreting our times. 
As we peer into the looking glass of  21st century 
FKXUFK�SUDFWLFHV��ZH�ÀQG�RXUVHOYHV�ORRNLQJ�LQWR�D�
multitude of  inventions. We live in the days where 
pragmatism has made the church a circus of  one 
creative thralldom after another.

What Knox Has to Tell Us Today

This was the situation during the days of  John 
Knox and this is why what he has to say in 1550 
LV�UHOHYDQW�WR�XV��+H�ZDV�WKH�ÀUHEUDQG�RI �WKH�
Scottish reformation. And what was the central 
FRQÁLFW�RI �WKDW�UHIRUPDWLRQ"�7KH�PDQQHU�RI �WKH�
worship of  God! What was the target of  Knox’s 
DUURZV"�,QYHQWLRQV��+H�WKXQGHUHG�DJDLQVW�WKHP�
and the church trembled. 

John Knox’s voice speaks to us from the past, 
to help us diagnose the problems of  the present. 

inventionS in WorShiP
Scott t. broWn

chaPter 1
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The leaders of  the Catholic Church knew what 
many modern churches have mastered: if  you can 
enrapture and thrill the people, they will become 
addicted to your inventions and keep coming 
back. Like modern evangelicalism, the Roman 
Church created itself  as it went along. 

Whatever worked was practiced, whether it was 
candles for worship, confession and pennance 
infant exorcisms at baptism, or complex and 
costly “programs” (such as pilgrimages).

Abandoning Inventions

The Reformers would have none of  this, so out 
went the litany (prayers to the saints), pilgrimages, 
EHQHÀFHV��LQGXOJHQFHV��VDFHUGRWDOLVP��DOWDUV��
kneeling at communion, auricular confession, 
the cult of  Mary and the saints, the celebration 
of  holy days and feast days, prayers for the dead, 
pictures of  Christ, icons, and crosses. Out went 
the belief  in purgatory, the sign of  the cross, 
FUXFLÀ[HV��LPDJHV�DQG�HODERUDWH�ULWXDOV��VXUSOLFHV�
(or choir dress), and Eucharistic vestments. Out 
went popes, bishops, archbishops, monks, friars, 
canons regular, cathedral dignitaries, archdeacons, 
rural deans, canon lawyers, prebendaries, and 

depend on the wisdom of  man, nor upon our own 
reason to know the truth. We rest wholly upon 
the Word of  God, written, and upon the work 
of  the Holy Spirit. For the Scriptures alone give 
all the glory to God; by their light and power to 
convince and convert sinners, to comfort and build 
up believers unto salvation: but the Spirit of  God 
bearing witness by and with the scriptures in the 
heart of  man, is alone able fully to persuade it 
that they are the very word of  God.1

John Knox assailed the thralldoms in this way:

“All worshipping, honouring, or service invented 
by the brain of  man in the religion of  God, 
without His own express commandment, is 
idolatry. The Mass is invented by the brain 
of  man, without any commandment of  God; 
therefore it is idolatry.” 2

1 Calvin, John. Institutes of  the Christian Religion (Bellingham, WA: Logos 
Research Systems, Inc., 1997), S. I, vii, 5.

2 Knox, John, The Works of  John Knox, Vol. 3, “A Vindication of  the Doctrine 
WKDW�WKH�6DFULÀFH�RI �WKH�0DVV�LV�,GRODWU\�µ�FROOHFWHG�DQG�HGLWHG�E\�'DYLG�/DLQJ�
(Edinburgh, Scotland: 1854), 29-70.
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Marcus Serven describes the situation this way:

“In many ways, the church of  the Medieval 
Period and the later Middle Ages had become 
like a giant ship whose hull was so encrusted with 
barnacles and seaweed that it could barely move 
through the water. Instead of  racing through 
the ocean at top speed, this ship (i.e. the church) 
had gotten lower in the water and slower in its 
speed. In essence, it had become so burdened with 
the excessive weight of  the “traditions of  men” 
that the gospel was completely obscured. The only 
way for this situation to change for the better was 
for the Lord to raise-up a number of  godly men 
(e.g. the Reformers) who would metaphorically 
take the ship (the church) into a dry dock and 
scrape its sides getting rid of  all that encumbered 
it. Once this was done, then the church—like a 
freshly cleaned and painted ship—would be able 
to race through the water at top speed once again. 
This is what happened during the time of  the 
Reformation.” 4

4 Serven, Marcus. “Give Me Scotland Or I Die - The Life and Ministry of  John 
Knox” White Unto Harvest Conference. Asheville, NC. October 2012.

chaplains. Out went hierarchical titles from 
archbishop to acolyte of  the archbishop, the 
“tonsure” (the monk’s haircut), the obligation 
of  clerical celibacy, clerical dress, clerical estate, 
clerical lifestyles, and clerical privilege (including 
immunity from the secular courts).

Restoring the Simplicity of  Worship

The Reformation brought to the church a 
simple worship service based on preaching and 
Bible study. Prayers were offered and the Psalms 
were sung to popular tunes. The people, formerly 
passive spectators, became active participants. 
They were encouraged to sing God’s praise with 
all their hearts. They were seated corporately at the 
communion table to receive both wine and bread.

In came biblical church government. Elders and 
deacons were appointed to handle church affairs. 
&RQJUHJDWLRQV�JDYH�FRQVHQW�IRU�KLULQJ�DQG�ÀULQJ�
of  ministers. The distinction between clergy and 
laity was softened, and men were called to serve 
as ministers rather than as priests. With one stroke 
they challenged the whole system.3

3 Brown, Scott. Family Reformation: The Legacy of  Sola Scriptura in Calvin’s 
Geneva. 2nd ed. The National Center for Family-Integrated Churches, 2013. Print.
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out and stand alone over against a highly charged 
experience. Terry Johnson captures this saying:5 

“Don’t revive the pomp and circumstance of  the 
medieval liturgies. Don’t embrace the high-voltage 
extravaganzas of  contemporary worship either. 
Don’t create a new priesthood of  technicians, 
artists, and actors. Our worship is simple and 
hence universally valid. It can be conducted and 
enjoyed at any place, at any time, whatever the 
income, education, or technological prowess of  
those involved. It can be conducted in an igloo in 
Alaska, a grass hut in the Congo, or in a grand 
cathedral in Paris. God may now be worshiped in 
Samaria or Jerusalem. We repeat the implication 
of  Heb 8-10. The Levitical ordinances were ‘a 
copy and shadow of  the heavenly things,’ but 
Christ ‘has obtained a more excellent ministry’ 
(8:5, 6). The entrance of  Christ into heaven itself, 
and not the earthly temple, ‘a mere copy of  the 
true one,’ of  necessity, means the abolition of  the 
old ‘copy’ (9:23ff). The Law, he says, was ‘only 
a shadow of  the good things to come,’ which have 
come in Christ (10:1).6

5 Brown, Scott. “Worship by a Priesthood of  Coolness Technicians.” 
ScottBrownOnline. The National Center for Family-Integrated Churches. 11 April 
2013. Web. 25 October 2013. 

6 Johnson, Terry. Reformed Worship: Worship that is According to Scripture. 2nd 
ed. Reformed Academic Press, 2010. Print.

Consider the need for reformation in our time 
in view of  the addictive thralldoms we have 
created by music and antics in order to thrill 
the people in the meetings of  the church with 
practices that lack commands, principles, or 
patterns in Scripture.

Worship by a Priesthood of  Coolness 
Technicians 

There is so much pressure on church leaders 
today to make the worship experience larger 
than life. So much so that, in many places, 
worship leaders become a priesthood of  coolness 
technicians. Living in an entertainment-saturated 
society is no help, but we have to realize that this 
pressure has always been upon the church. The 
high places of  Israel’s idol worship were places 
of  high-octane entertainment, drama, and sexual 
visualization. People were excited to go to the 
high places not because of  the dead statues, but 
because of  the alluring entertainment experience 
offered there.

But is high-octane pomp and electric experience 
ZKDW�*RG�KDV�LQWHQGHG�IRU�+LV�SHRSOH"�1R��
rather, it is simplicity. Our worship should stand 
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losses, and as persecuted by men, and be content 
to sigh and pant up the mountain, with Christ’s 
cross on your back. Let me be reputed a false 
prophet...if  your Lord Jesus will not stand by 
you and maintain you, and maintain your cause 
against your enemies.” 8

 Improper Worship Breeds Licentious 
Society

 If  the tragedy of  innovation in worship was 
contained in the church, that might be some 
small consolation, but it never works out that 
way. How we decide to order the worship of  God 
affects far more than just a few hours on Sunday 
morning - the way that you worship will shape 
the way that you live. When the church is not 
VDWLVÀHG�ZLWK�*RG��QHLWKHU�ZLOO�KHU�PHPEHUV�EH�
VDWLVÀHG��$QG�ZKHQ�KHU�PHPEHUV�DUH�QRW�VDWLVÀHG��
licentiousness is multiplied exponentially in the 
society.  A licentious church breeds a licentious 
family that breeds a licentious society. When you 
have inventions in the church, the government 
throws off  all restraint and charts its own path to 
destruction.

8 Rutherford, Samuel. Letters of  Samuel Rutherford. The Banner of  Truth Trust, 
2012. Print. (p. 112)

Innovation in Worship

 People often want what is fancier than what 
*RG�KDV�VSHFLÀHG�LQ�ZRUVKLS��+LV�ZD\V�RI �
worship, which include the celebrating of  the 
Sabbath, the preaching of  the Word of  God, the 
reading of  Scripture, the singing of  songs and 
hymns and spiritual songs, the prayers, and the 
Lord’s Supper, are not enough for many people. 
They want something more interesting. They want 
something more gripping than God.

 This is nothing new in our modern age of  
innovation. It has always been that way. When 
Samuel Rutherford was in prison, he wrote to his 
ÁRFN�DW�$QZRWK�DERXW�KLV�FRQFHUQ�WKDW�WKH\�PLJKW�
be lured into man’s inventions in their church life:7

“I counsel you to beware of  the new and strange 
leaven of  men’s inventions beside and against 
the Word of  God, contrary to the oath of  this 
Kirk, now coming among you...Continue still in 
the doctrine which you have received. You heard 
of  me the whole counsel of  God. Sew no clouts 
upon Christ’s robe. Take Christ, in His rags and 

7 Brown, Scott. “A Warning About Inventions in Worship.” ScottBrownOnline. 
The National Center for Family-Integrated Churches. 18 March 2013. Web. 25 
October 2013. 
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Removing Theatrics in Worship

 Calvin resolutely declared his intention 
to reform the family.  When speaking of  his 
attempt to reveal the falsehoods of  Catholicism 
concerning marriage, he said, “Much has been 
gained, if  I have, in some measure, deprived these 
asses of  their lion’s skin.”1 When speaking of  
reforming baptism practices, he said that we must 
“omit from baptism all theatrical pomp, which 
dazzles the eyes of  the simple and deadens their 
minds.”10

The Effects of  Faulty Church Doctrine 
upon the Family

 Like the church, the sixteenth century family 
was also a house of  human inventions. As a 
result, the basic functions of  family life had been 
conformed to cultural norms and extra-biblical 
religious principles. In many ways, it was a house 
of  horrors. A quarter of  the population had 
taken vows of  celibacy, a utilitarian philosophy 
of  marriage had dampened love, destructive 
premarital practices compromised the purity of  
the younger generation, women were deprived of  

10 Calvin, John. Institutes of  the Christian Religion (Bellingham, WA: Logos 
Research Systems, Inc., 1997), S. IV, xv, 19.

 As Goes the Church, So Goes the Family

 In the days of  John Knox, the same spirit 
of  invention that overcame the church also 
overcame the family. When the church departs 
from Scripture, the family follows close behind. 
Likewise, when the family departs from Scripture, 
the state follows close behind. If  the three spheres 
of  human society - the church, the family, and the 
state - are houses of  inventions, chaos reigns in a 
culture and the glory of  the Lord departs. Church 
and family life are remarkably intertwined. When 
the churches go astray, whole families go with 
them - often for many generations.9

Calvin exposed the dark underbelly of  family 
life created by the religious systems of  sixteenth-
century Europe with the exactitude of  a brain 
surgeon. As he faithfully exposited Scripture, 
he saw how far families had drifted from the 
commands of  God.

9 Brown, Scott. Family Reformation: The Legacy of  Sola Scriptura in Calvin’s 
Geneva. 2nd ed. The National Center for Family-Integrated Churches, 2013. Print.
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the way that the Roman Church had harmed the 
ÀUVW�UHODWLRQVKLS�RI �IDPLO\�OLIH���PDUULDJH��&DOYLQ�
sought to expose the false philosophies and 
practices of  the Roman system and reveal that 
the Catholic lion was not a lion at all. Calvin used 
devastating language to expose the reality of  its 
game in the church, the family and the state.  He 
wrote:12

“And, that they might not delude the Church in 
this matter merely, what a long series of  errors, 
lies, frauds, and iniquities have they appended 
to one error? So that you may say they sought 
nothing but a hiding-place for abominations 
when they converted marriage into a sacrament. 
When once they obtained this, they appropriated 
to themselves the cognizance of  conjugal causes: 
as the thing was spiritual, it was not to be 
intermeddled with by profane judges. Then 
WKH\�HQDFWHG�ODZV�E\�ZKLFK�WKH\�FRQÀUPHG�WKHLU�
tyranny, - laws partly impious toward God, 
partly fraught with injustice toward men; such 
as, that marriages contracted between minors, 
without the consent of  their parents, should be 
valid; that no lawful marriages can be contracted 

12 Brown, Scott. Family Reformation: The Legacy of  Sola Scriptura in Calvin’s 
Geneva. 2nd ed. The National Center for Family-Integrated Churches, 2013. Print.

marriage and motherhood in sterile institutional 
life, fathers neglected their family shepherding 
responsibilities, and church discipline was absent 
even in the face of  adultery. Family life was on the 
rocks

Families in John Calvin’s Geneva were suffering 
as a result of  the departures they had made from 
WKH�ELEOLFDO�SDWWHUQ�RI �IDPLO\�OLIH��6RXQG�IDPLOLDU"�
The problems of  family life in Calvin’s Geneva 
are hauntingly like our own, reminding us of  the 
modern-day collapse of  the family and biblical 
IDPLO\�OLIH�LQ�WKH�WZHQW\�ÀUVW�FHQWXU\��'HSDUWXUHV�
from the Word of  God, being the inventions of  
man, always have their downside, for God offers 
“curses” for those who disobey (Deuteronomy 
27:11-26).11

Exposing False Doctrines

While the Roman Catholic Church had all the 
trappings of  success, in reality it was fraudulently 
misrepresenting the teaching of  Scripture. It had 
WKH�FDVK�ÁRZ��WKH�DSSODXVH�RI �WKH�SHRSOH��DQG�
popular tradition, but it lacked the moral authority 
of  Scripture. Calvin unleashed verbal fury on 

11 Brown, Scott. Family Reformation: The Legacy of  Sola Scriptura in Calvin’s 
Geneva. 2nd ed. The National Center for Family-Integrated Churches, 2013. Print.
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Femininity and motherhood were stolen 
from women and they were isolated in sterile, 
childless, and family-free environments - perhaps 
in the same way that feminism has degraded 
motherhood and children today.

Marriage had become the second-class, less-
desirable choice while celibacy was honored - 
perhaps in the same way that marriage is delayed 
for fun and games today.

Adultery and abuse by men was accepted with 
no recourse for the women thus treated - perhaps 
in the same way that women are dishonored by 
unfaithful husbands with no discipline from the 
church today.

Premarital sex was rampant and purity before 
marriage ended with the lifting of  a glass and a 
promise of  marriage - perhaps in the same way 
that premarital sex is rampant among engaged 
couples today.

between relations within the seventh degree, 
and that such marriages, if  contracted, should 
be dissolved. Moreover, they frame degrees of  
kindred contrary to the laws of  all nations, 
and even the polity of  Moses, and enact that a 
husband who has repudiated an adulteress may 
not marry again - that spiritual kindred cannot 
be joined in marriage - that marriage cannot be 
celebrated from Septuagesimo to the Octaves of  
Easter, three weeks before the nativity of  John, 
nor from Advent to Epiphany, and innumerable 
others, which it were too tedious to mention. We 
must now get out of  their mire, in which our 
discourse has stuck longer than our inclination. 
Methinks, however, that much has been gained if  
I have, in some measure, deprived these asses of  
their lion’s skin.” 13

How Inventions in Worship Destroyed 
Family Life

The cloistered life of  the sixteenth century 
promoted rampant immorality among the priests 
and the monks - perhaps in the same way that 
prolonged singleness does today.

13 “Calvin, John. Institutes of  the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge 
(eBook, Ages Bible Software 1998), S. IV, xix, 34-37.
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,W�LV�WUDJLF�ZKHQ�WKH�FKXUFK�LV�QRW�VDWLVÀHG�ZLWK�
*RG��7KHQ��QHLWKHU�ZLOO�WKH�IDPLO\�EH�VDWLVÀHG�
with God and neither will the culture.

Dangers of  Thralldom

What we need today are bold leaders like John 
Knox who desire to moderate their desires by 
the will of  God alone. In this they imitate the 
Lord Jesus Christ Himself, who determined to be 
limited by His Father’s will. He said of  Himself, 
“The Son can do nothing of  Himself, but what 
He sees the Father do; for whatever He does, the 
Son also does in like manner. 20 For the Father 
loves the Son, and shows Him all things that He 
Himself  does” (John 5:19). In this sense, the 
humility of  the Son of  God gives the modern 
church leader the way he should think about 
everything he does to lead the church of  God.

But the problem goes beyond church leaders. 
Leaders do what they do because they want to 
satisfy the whims of  the people. A people not 
VDWLVÀHG�ZLWK�*RG�DUH�DOVR�D�JUHDW�GDQJHU�WR�WKH�
church. 

Courtship practices caused defrauding by 
allowing false promises and by participating in 
systems that trivialized marriage and everything 
leading up to it - perhaps in the same way that the 
“dating” culture has promoted one “mini-divorce” 
after another today.

Children were being named after idols or 
“saints” - perhaps in the same way that parents 
today disregard the biblical understanding of  
names; naming their children for the sound of  a 
name or after celebrities and athletes.

'XH�WR�WKH�PDQ�PDGH�LQYHQWLRQV�WKDW�ÁRXULVKHG�
and choked the life out of  the family, it was a 
bad time for marriages, families, women, and 
children - perhaps in the same way that it is today, 
with families struggling to survive in a depraved 
culture.14

 It is deadly when the church becomes a house 
of  inventions. It causes collapse in all levels of  
society. The core issue is worship. When people 
want to worship their own way, and throw off  the 
authority of  God, it becomes the pattern of  life 
everywhere. 

14 Brown, Scott. Family Reformation: The Legacy of  Sola Scriptura in Calvin’s 
Geneva. 2nd ed. The National Center for Family-Integrated Churches, 2013. Print.
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New, he exhorted the congregation “To remove 
unbiblical worship practices and replace them with 
ones God commands.” He said, “We must go all 
the way.” This is the ethos of  John Knox.16

�,�DP�FRQÀGHQW�WKDW�LI �.QR[�ZHUH�WR�FRPH�
back from the grave today, he would marvel to 
see the same problems that plagued 16th century 
Scotland. He would be saying the same thing to 
the church in the 21st century that he said in his 
own day:

 “All worshipping, honouring, or service 
invented by the brain of  man in the religion of  
God, without his own express commandment, is 
idolatry.” 17

16 Young, Jason. “Reforming Worship – We Must Go All the Way.” 
ScottBrownOnline. The National Center for Family-Integrated Churches. 26 June 
2010. Web. 25 October 2013.

17 Knox, John. The Works of  John Knox, Vol. 3, “A Vindication of  the Doctrine 
WKDW�WKH�6DFULÀFH�RI �WKH�0DVV�LV�,GRODWU\�µ�FROOHFWHG�DQG�HGLWHG�E\�'DYLG�/DLQJ�
(Edinburgh, Scotland: 1854), 29-70

When a people only want their ears tickled, their 
HPRWLRQV�PRYHG�DQG�WKHLU�SULGH�LQÁDWHG��\RX�KDYH�
a perfect environment for inventions. Danger is 
always lurking in the pew when there is a desire 
for the thrills of  thralldom.

True Reformation

 I have a preacher friend who reminds me of  
Knox. I once heard him preaching about the need 
in our day for radical reformation. He read from 
WKH�����:HEVWHU·V�'LFWLRQDU\�RQ�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI �
reform, “To abandon that which is evil or corrupt 
and return to a good state.”15 He then went on 
to explain that all reformations in Scripture have 
this same quality. First is negative – errant form 
needs to be removed. Second is a positive – the 
authentic (right) needs to be put in place. Drawing 
from his background as a bricklayer, he pointed 
out that when you have a wall built wrong you 
KDYH�WR�JR�EDFN�WR�WKH�SODFH�WKH�ÀUVW�PLVWDNH�ZDV�
made. He said, “To reform the wall, you must 
tear it down all the way to the point it departed 
from the standard.” After recounting stories 
of  reformation in the Old Testament and the 

15 “Reform” Webster’s Dictionary of  the English Language, 1828 Edition. 
Foundation for American Christian Education, 1967. Print.
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