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9. The Church: Rites and Rituals (4Q 2012—Growing in Christ) 

 

Biblical material: Matt. 28:19, 20; Rom. 6:3–8; Matt. 26:26–28; John 13:1–17; 1 Cor. 

11:24–26; Acts 2:38. 

 

Quotes 

• Ritual is necessary for us to know anything. Ken Kesey  

• Even the highest forms of sacrificial worship present much that is repulsive to 

modern ideas, and in particular it requires an effort to reconcile our imagination to 

the bloody ritual which is prominent in almost every religion which has a strong 

sense of sin. William Robertson Smith  

• Rituals are important. Nowadays it’s hip not to be married. I’m not interested in 

being hip. John Lennon 

• For the current of our spiritual life creeds, rituals and channels may thwart or 

help, according to their fixity or openness. When a symbol or spiritual idea 

becomes rigidly elaborate in its construction, it supplants the idea which it should 

support.  Rabindranath Tagore 

• Ceremony and ritual spring from our heart of hearts: those who govern us know it 

well, for they would sooner deny us bread than dare alter the observance of 

tradition. F. Gonzalez-Crussi 

 

Questions 
 What are the advantages and disadvantages of rituals? How do we make sure 

rituals don’t become mere mechanical activities? What did God say about worship that 

was just ceremonial? In what ways can we make sure our religious rituals are 

meaningful? Can you be in church and not think about God? What can we do about that? 

 

Bible summary 

 Matt. 28:19, 20 in this context references the rite of baptism, as does Acts 2:38. 

The meaning is made explicit by Paul: “Don’t you know that all of us who were baptized 

into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 
4
Through baptism we were buried with 

him in death so that just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the 

Father we too can live a new life.” Rom. 6:3, 4 FBV. In Matt. 26:26–28 we see the 

mockery of ritual as the Roman soldiers pretend to bow to the King of the Jews. The rite 

of foot-washing it described in John 13:1–17. In context just before Jesus’ crucifixion it 

shows us Jesus in his utter humility. Jesus explains the meaning of communion: “After 

giving thanks, he broke the bread into pieces and said, ‘This bread is my body, which is 

given for you. Remember me by doing this.’ In the same way he took the cup, after the 

meal, and said, ‘This cup is the new agreement sealed with my blood. Remember me 

when you drink it. For every time you eat this bread and drink from this cup you 

announce the Lord’s death, until he returns.’” 1 Cor. 11:24–26 FBV. 

 

Comment   
 The main church “rituals” we’ll look at in our study this time are baptism, foot-

washing, and communion. In other churches these may be classed as some of the 

“sacraments,” or sacred acts, and there are usually more (including marriage, 
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confirmation, penance etc). While today there’s a reaction against rituals as being 

“formal” religion that is not relevant, rightly understood our rituals can be helpful and 

meaningful. For example, a funeral service provides opportunity for closure and the 

recognition of contributions made to others. Child dedication gives parents and the whole 

church a time to commit to doing the very best in helping the child to grow in grace and 

in the knowledge of the Lord.  

 So such services, “rituals” if you like, have meaning and purpose, as do the three 

under consideration here. Baptism is symbolic of the old self dying and the new self 

being resurrected. The foot-washing service reminds us of Jesus’ example of love and 

humility, and how we should treat one another. Communion is done “in remembrance of 

me” to use Jesus’ words—as a way of keeping his death and resurrection in our minds.  

 Rites and rituals are devices that bring a deeper meaning. We speak of the 

communion “emblems” and this is exactly right—for they represent more than simply 

physical bread and wine. As symbols they lead us to consider the meaning of Jesus’ death 

and his glorious resurrection. The fact that they are not simply there, but that they are part 

of a process—we eat the bread and drink the wine—makes this service an event in time, 

part of the actions of our very lives. By this we are taking Jesus into us—he spoke of 

eating his flesh and drinking his blood. In these vivid images he shows how we are to 

“absorb” him into our lives, in the same way as the very substances that make up the 

bread and wine become part of our living bodies.  

 God wants us to have that close of a relationship. It’s hard to describe, but as we 

participate in these rituals and think about them, then we catch a glimpse of a far deeper 

and more important reality than just the physical. That’s what rituals are for. 

 The problem is that they can become mechanical. We just “do” them, without 

reflecting on what they mean. The rituals that God commanded Israel to follow became 

actions done by rote, and so lost their significance. God has to come and tell them that he 

is tired of their meaningless offerings (Isaiah 1:13). As we think of our own rituals, let us 

invest them with rich meaning, so that God will not have to say the same to us. 

 

Ellen White Comments 

 The apostle showed that religion does not consist in rites and ceremonies, creeds 

and theories. If it did, the natural man could understand it by investigation, as he 

understands worldly things. Paul taught that religion is a practical, saving energy, a 

principle wholly from God, a personal experience of God’s renewing power upon the 

soul.  {AA 451} 

 The Jewish leaders looked with pride upon their magnificent temple, and the 

imposing rites of their religious service; but justice, mercy, and the love of God were 

lacking. The glory of the temple, the splendor of their service, could not recommend 

them to God; for that which alone is of value in His sight they did not offer. They did not 

bring Him the sacrifice of a humble and contrite spirit. It is when the vital principles of 

the kingdom of God are lost that ceremonies become multitudinous and extravagant. 

{COL 297} 

 How often, in our own day, is the love of pleasure disguised by a “form of 

godliness!” A religion that permits men, while observing the rites of worship, to devote 

themselves to selfish or sensual gratification, is as pleasing to the multitudes now as in 

the days of Israel. {CC 97} 
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