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LIFTING UP HANDS 
 

     As Christian worship has undergone significant refurbishment in 

recent years, one fad asserting itself is the practice of holding up one’s 

arms in the church worship assembly. The justification typically 

offered for this practice is, ostensibly, 1 Timothy 2:8—“lifting up holy 

hands.” What do the Scriptures teach regarding lifting up one’s hands 

in Christian worship? 

 

Biblical Uses of the Hands 
     A careful analysis of the entire Bible with regard to the lifting up of 

one’s hands reveals the following seven functions: 

     1. To lift one arm with hand facing forward for the purpose of 

swearing to the truthfulness of one’s claims or taking an oath.
1
 

     2. To raise one’s hands for the purpose of bestowing a formal 

blessing.
2
 

     3. To stretch forth the hand or raise the hand as an idiomatic 

expression (metonymy) referring to inflicting harm or judgment upon.
3
 

     4. To stretch out the hand(s) as an idiomatic expression (metonymy) 

referring to bringing gifts to someone or offering assistance.
4
 

     5. To raise the arms and hands to signify one’s intention of putting 

forth the necessary effort and dedication to perform a task.
5
 

     6. Moses raised both of his arms, apparently palms down with both 

of his hands grasping his staff—the same staff he used to part the Red 

Sea. As long as the staff remained in this elevated position, the 

Israelites were winning the battle, but when his arms grew tired and 

began to lower, the Amalekites would begin to win. Hence, Joshua and 

Hur “took a stone and put it under him, and he sat on it. And Aaron and 

Hur supported his hands, one on one side, and the other on the other 

side; and his hands were steady until the going down of the sun” 

(Exodus 17:12). It is possible that Moses intended for the Israelites to 

see him holding the “rod of God” (vs. 8) on top of the hill, even as they 

had seen him using it on previous occasions to marshal God’s 

assistance and be encouraged that God was with them.
6
 If, however, 

Moses, was holding the rod across both hands, palms up, he would 

have been assuming the prayer posture of request, expressing his desire 

to God that the Israelites be victorious in their military encounter. 

     7. To raise the arms and hands as a prayer posture (1 Timothy 2:8). 
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     Many other uses of the hands are delineated in Scripture that do not 

specifically entail the arms being outstretched and the hands being 

uplifted.
7
 We turn our attention to the lifting of the arms or hands for 

the specific purpose of offering prayer to God. 

 

Biblical Prayer Postures 
     At least five distinct prayer postures are discernible in the Bible: 
 

 Kneeling 

 Bowing the head 

 Standing 

 Lying face down 

 Lifting up the hands 
 

These prayer postures sometimes occurred in combination with each 

other. Kneeling occurred in at least three forms: with head bowed,
8
 

with arms raised,
9
 and prostrate, i.e., knees tucked in a crouched 

position with face or forehead touching the ground.
10

 When prayer was 

offered from a standing position,
11

 at least three positions were used: 

standing with head bowed,
12

 with eyes uplifted,
13

 or with arms raised.
14

 

Not every passage that alludes to prayer includes an explicit description 

of the precise body position of the worshipper. However, a sufficient 

number of passages exist to identify those postures that have divine 

approval. [See the Biblical Prayer Posture Chart in Appendix 2.] 

 

Uplifted Hands as a Prayer Posture 
     The lifting up of hands as alluded to in 1 Timothy 2:8 was 

unquestionably a prayer posture.
15

 The same prayer posture existed 

among non-Hebrews in the ancient world.
16

 In his critical analysis of 

the Psalms, Richard Mant explained: “The practice of lifting up the 

hands in prayer towards heaven…was anciently used both by believers, 

as appears from various passages in the Old Testament; and by the 

heathen, agreeably to numerous instances in the classical writers.”
17

 For 

example, Homer’s Iliad states: “For right it is to spread abroad the hand 

to Jove for mercy” (24:301; 1:450). Virgil’s Aeneid alludes to the same 

posture when Priam “lifted to the stars his unfettered hands: ‘Ye, O 

everlasting fires,’ he cries, ‘and your inviolable majesty, be ye my 

witness’” (II:148).
18

 And, similarly, he speaks of him who 
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Amid the statues of the gods he stands,         

And, spreading forth to Jove his lifted hands,    

Fir’d with the tale, and raving with despair,     

Prefers in bitterness of soul his pray’r (IV:298-301).
19

 

Seneca tells Lucilius, “There is no need to lift up your hands to Heaven, 

or to pray the Aedile to admit you to the ear of an image, that so your 

prayers may be heard the better.”
20

 Plutarch alludes to the physician of 

Alexander who “straight lift[ed] up his hands to heaven, calling the 

gods to witness that he was innocent.”
21

 In 2 Maccabees 15:20, Onias 

“holding up his hands prayed for the whole body of the Jews.”
22

 

     Summarizing, observe that all of these instances of lifting up hands 

involve prayer and, further, the prayers are framed as requests. The 

fact that pagans and Jews made use of the same prayer posture does not 

suggest, let alone prove, that Jews or Christians merely borrowed the 

posture from pagan sources. John Calvin maintained: “It has been a 

common practice in all ages for men to lift up their hands in prayer. 

Nature has extorted this gesture even from the heathen idolaters, to 

show by a visible sign that their minds were directed to God alone.”
23

 

Regardless of where the pagans acquired the custom of lifting their 

hands in prayer, both the Old and New Testaments unquestionably 

authorize the use of the prayer posture by Christians. 

Description of the Posture: 
     Since lifting up hands can be shown indisputably to be a prayer 

posture, what form, precisely, did this prayer posture take, i.e., how 

were the arms and hands positioned? Again, history is specific and 

generally uniform. Jamieson, Fausset, and Brown say the palms were 

turned up toward heaven.
24

 Spain speaks of “open palms of requesting 

hands to the heavenly Father.”
25

 M’Clintock and Strong state: “The 

hands were…lifted up towards heaven.”
26

 Buttrick’s The Interpreter’s 

Bible has “hands uplifted, palms upward.”
27

 Samuel Fallows speaks of 

“spreading, stretching forth, or lifting up the hands.”
28

 In his longtime 

popular Bible Dictionary, Peloubet noted that arms are “spread out with 

opened upturned palms.”
29

 Alfred Plummer explained that the 

supplicant is “standing with raised hands to pray…looking upwards, 

stretching up toward God.”
30

 Bucke says the “hands were 

characteristically spread abroad toward heaven…and lifted up.”
31

 

Ginzberg refers to “the practice of spreading the hands wide at prayer” 



4 

 

considering “the heavenly God, toward 

whom the hands were to be raised in the 

direction of heaven.”
32

 In his Manual of 

Oriental Antiquities, Ernest Babelon 

shows an Assyrian bas relief depicting 

Jews standing before Sennacherib in the 

Old Testament posture of prayer, which 

outstanding Talmudist Louis Ginzberg 

identified as “the gesture of one 

standing before a superior and 

spreading his hands in petition toward 

him.”
33

 Tertullian, writing in the 3
rd

 

century, spoke of the Christians praying 

to God in heaven: “Thither we lift our 

eyes, with hands outstretched…. With 

our hands thus stretched out and up to 

God.”
34

 

     By the second and third centuries, the posture came to be formally 

designated by the Latin term “Orans” (also Orant or Orante) which 

means “one who is praying or pleading.” The Orans posture was 

described as “extended arms or bodily attitude of 

prayer, usually standing, with the elbows close to 

the sides of the body and with the hands outstretched 

sideways, palms up.”
35

 The posture was so 

prominent that it is commonly depicted in the 

Roman catacombs and on Christian sarcophagi, and 

regularly referred to as “the traditional attitude of 

prayer”
36

 and “the ancient attitude of prayer.”
37

 As 

described above, the figures in these depictions 

uniformly “stand upright and frontal with both hands open and raised to 

shoulder height.”
38

 [See samples of the catacomb frescoes and sarco-

phagi in Appendix 1.] The historical evidence is decisive regarding the 

posture inherent in the phrase “lifting up hands.”   

Purpose/Intent of Prayer Postures: 
     Observe that every prayer posture depicted in Scripture carries a 

very specific meaning (even as it carried the same meaning among the 

heathen, as noted earlier). No prayer postures alluded to in the Bible—

Bas relief 
from 

Palace of 
Sennacherib 

in the 
British 

Museum 
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that have the approval of God—consist of meaningless, thoughtless 

body movement. Each posture intentionally conveys a deliberate 

attitude and mindset: 

 Kneeling specifically conveyed humility before God—a 

readiness to submit to the will of the one being approached. In 

the Greek world, kneeling was the posture assumed by a slave 

before his master, a worshipper before his gods, or a subject 

before his king/queen. Thus, kneeling in Bible times signified 

submission, humiliation, abasement, and even awe.
39

 

 Bowing the head conveyed respect—a meaning still evident in 

Oriental societies.
40

 Genteel European society of the 18
th

 and 

19
th

 centuries, illustrated in the writings of Charles Dickens and 

Jane Austin, typically employed a brief tipping of the head 

coupled with a curtsy by the female and a bow by the male. 

Bowing the head before God conveyed a respectful, unassuming 

attitude. 

 Standing signified, according to the Talmud, “the attitude of 

the slave before his master.”
41

 Observe that even in European 

culture, to show proper respect and recognition of one’s inferior 

status in the presence of a superior, subjects were not to sit in 

the presence of their king or queen.
42

 Americans rise when a 

judge enters the courtroom, when the Pledge of Allegiance is 

recited, and when the National Anthem is performed. 

 Lying face down conveyed complete dependency, resignation, 

unworthiness, and even sorrow.
43

 The term “prostrate” may 

sometimes be used to refer to this posture since the term comes 

from the Latin prosternere meaning “to stretch out before.” 

 Lifting up outstretched hands expressed the fact that a request 

was being made. The arms would be spread out with open, 

upturned palms symbolical of the act of receiving.
44

 

The Meaning of Lifting Up Hands as a Prayer Posture 
     The scholarly literature on the subject of lifting hands confirms this 

conclusion. For example, according to Adam Clarke, in Exodus 9:29 

Moses “spread abroad [his] hands” as a “supplication to God that he 

may remove this plague.”
45

 “Supplication” is defined as “the action of 

asking or begging for something earnestly or humbly.”
46

 Hence, Moses 

was making a request of God with outstretched arms/hands in the 
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posture of request. Clarke delineated four features of this prayer 

posture, each inherent in the act of requesting: 
 

1. It was the posture of supplication, and expressed a strong 

invitation—Come to my help; 2. It expressed the earnest desire of 

the person to lay hold on the help he required, by bringing him 

who was the object of his prayer to his assistance; 3. It showed the 

ardour [sic] of the person to receive the blessings he expected; and 

4. By this act he designated and consecrated his offering or sacrifice 

to his God (italics in orig., emp. added).
47

 

Observe Clarke’s terms “supplication,” “invitation,” “earnest desire,” 

“lay hold on,” “assistance,” “receive,” and “expected.” Each of these 

terms demonstrates that the prayer posture reflects an approach to God 

in prayer with a view toward receiving one’s expressed requests. As 

Paul admonished: “Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer 

and supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known 

to God” (Philippians 4:6). 

     A host of scholars, commentators, church leaders, archaeologists, 

and historians verify this foundational meaning of “lifting up hands” as 

a prayer posture. Jamieson, Fausset, and Brown say the posture 

positions the petitioner “as craving help.”
48

 Zerr sees it as “respectful 

petition to God.”
49

 “Petition” is defined as “a solemn supplication or 

request to a superior authority; an entreaty.”
50

 Ginzberg identified the 

“spreading of the hands at prayer” as “the gesture of one standing 

before a superior and spreading his hands in petition toward him.”
51

 

Earle considers it “a natural gesture, indicating earnest desire.”
52

 

Albert Barnes says it “denotes supplication,”
53

 or as Richard Mant 

denotes: “the natural and unstudied gesture of earnest supplication.”
54

 

To “supplicate” is defined as “to ask for humbly or earnestly, as by 

praying.”
55

 Hence, referring to the biblical allusions, Herbert Thurston 

observes: “In prayer we constantly find the spreading out of the palms 

of the hands…clearly emphasizing the idea that the worshipper comes 

forward as a suppliant expectant of good gifts.”
56

 In his Light from 

the Ancient Past, Adolf Deissmann notes that the posture was “a by no 

means uncommon symbol of the invocation of divine help.”
57

 

M’Clintock and Strong agree: “the hands were sometimes stretched 

forth toward heaven in supplication or invocation.”
58

 “The term 

“invocation” means “an appeal to a higher power for assistance.”
59

 

Matthew Henry describes the posture as “an expression of earnest 
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desire and humble expectation…ready to receive.”
60

 The Theological 

Quarterly identifies the posture as “the Oriental fashion when 

addressing God…expressive of the truth that all blessings must come 

from heaven, from God.”
61

 In his famous Bible Dictionary, Peloubet 

states the posture is “symbolical of the act of receiving.”
62

 Alfred 

Plummer says the posture’s purpose is “in order to implore a blessing 

from God…yearning for heavenly things.”
63

 Charles Ellicott sees the 

posture as “an oblation to God of the instruments of our necessities,”
64

 

that is, a way to present to God one’s necessities in hopes of receiving 

them. 

     In his Hebrew lexicon, John Parkhurst explained that “lifting up the 

hands towards heaven in prayer” entailed “emblematically 

acknowledging the power, and imploring the assistance of” God.
65

 

John Calvin stated: “There is no doubt, that lifting up the hands 

reverently, is the ordinary and proper posture of suppliants at the 

throne of grace.”
66

 Hence, David “lifted his hands” in order to be 

“aided by [God’s] help” and to receive “the answers…which God gave 

forth.”
67

 Burkitt sees the posture as “in token of expecting to receive 

an answer from heaven.”
68

 Thomas Milner saw the posture as “an act 

expressive of the faith of the individual, that the assistance he 

solicited could only come from [heaven].”
69

 William Hendriksen 

describes the posture as “a fit symbol of utter dependence on God and 

of humble expectancy.”
70

 Maurice Hassett says the posture entails 

“asking the Lord to deliver…a petition for…intercession,”
71

 

“interceding with God…the attitude of advocates pleading.”
72

 E.W. 

Bullinger said the posture means “to call for the receiving of mercy, or 

invite to receive.”
73

 In his celebrated translation and commentary on 

the Psalms, Alexander states: “The lifting up of the hands is a natural 

symbol of the raising of the heart or the desires to God, and is therefore 

often mentioned in connection with the act of prayer.”
74

 Carl Spain 

summarizes the essence of the posture: “Men are to plead, beg, and 

entreat. The hands lifted toward God suggests the hands of a dependent 

child lifted toward a father who has the power to grant what the child 

needs and desires.”
75

 

Bible Verses 
    A careful analysis of every passage in the Bible where hands are 

lifted up as a prayer posture demonstrates complete unanimity of 
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meaning, corroborating the conclusions expressed by the bulk of 

scholarship that it constitutes the posture of request and supplication.
76

 

Consider a few: 

     1. Exodus 9:29,33. On the occasion when God brought thunder and 

hail on the Egyptians, the rebellious Pharaoh momentarily humbled 

himself and made the following request of Moses: 
And Pharaoh sent and called for Moses and Aaron, and said to 

them, “I have sinned this time. The LORD is righteous, and my 

people and I are wicked. Entreat the LORD, that there may be no 

more mighty thundering and hail, for it is enough. I will let you go, 

and you shall stay no longer.” And Moses said to him, “As soon as I 

have gone out of the city, I will spread out my hands to the 

LORD; the thunder will cease, and there will be no more hail, that 

you may know that the earth is the LORD’s…. So Moses went out 

of the city from Pharaoh and spread out his hands to the LORD; 

then the thunder and the hail ceased, and the rain was not poured on 

the earth (Exodus 9:27-29,33, emp. added). 

Observe that Pharaoh wanted Moses to “entreat” (a synonym for 

request) God to terminate the thunder and hail. Moses agreed to do so 

and explained to Pharaoh that, upon leaving the city, he would assume 

the prayer posture of request when He asked God to comply with 

Pharaoh’s desires. Having done so, the request was granted. 

     2. 1 Kings 8:22. Upon the completion of the newly constructed 

Temple and the placement of the Ark of the Covenant within, Solomon 

conducted an inauguration service. During this service, he assumed a 

specific posture as he prayed to God: “Then Solomon stood before the 

altar of the LORD in the presence of all the assembly of Israel, and 

spread out his hands toward heaven” (cf. vs. 38). An examination of 

the prayer that Solomon uttered in 1 Kings 8 reveals that it consisted of 

a series of requests that he called upon God to supply, including: “keep 

what You promised” (vs. 25), “let Your word come true” (vs. 26), 

“regard the prayer of your servant and his supplication” (vs. 28), “may 

You hear the supplication of Your servant” (vs. 30), “hear in heaven” 

(vs. 32,34,36,39,43, et al.), and “send rain on Your land” (vs. 36). The 

section ends: “And so it was, when Solomon had finished praying all 

this prayer and supplication to the LORD, that he arose from before the 

altar of the LORD, from kneeling on his knees with his hands spread 

up to heaven” (1 Kings 8:54). See 2 Chronicles 6:12-13 for further 

elaboration on the posture. 
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     3. Psalm 28:2. The psalmist cried to God in prayer, lifting up his 

hands to request God to hear his supplications: “To You I will cry, O 

LORD my Rock: Do not be silent to me…. Hear the voice of my 

supplications when I cry to You, when I lift up my hands toward 

Your holy sanctuary” (Psalm 28:1-2). Lifting his hands toward the 

Temple in Jerusalem was due to God’s presence being represented in 

the Holy of Holies (cf. 1 Kings 8:28-30; 2 Chronicles 6:5-9).
77

 

     4. Psalm 63:4. The entire 63
rd

 Psalm is an expression of the 

psalmist’s recognition of his desperate need for God, and his intense 

desire to seek and pursue (“look for”—vs. 2) Him. This yearning 

includes his intention to praise God (vs. 3), bless God (vs. 4), and pray 

to God (vs. 4). 
Because Your lovingkindness is better than life,   

 my lips shall praise You. 

Thus I will bless You while I live;     

 I will lift up my hands in Your name. 

My soul shall be satisfied as with marrow and fatness,  

 and my mouth shall praise You with joyful lips (vss. 3-5). 

In the original languages, “praise” and “bless” are essentially 

synonyms.
78

 Hence, the psalmist links “praise” and “bless” together 

with “thus” (vs. 4). The worship that he sought to offer entailed verbal 

expressions that would praise and bless God. These expressions could 

be offered through prayer or song (cf. vs. 5). Additionally, he would 

also offer to God his prayers of request—signified by the lifting of his 

hands, as Leupold notes, “in gratitude and petition.”
79

 Observe that 

expressions of worship directed to God can be affirmations of His 

grandeur (thus praise and blessing) as well as requests for His 

assistance in our lives (thus lifting up hands to ask). When God granted 

his requests, the psalmist acknowledged he would be “satisfied” (vs. 5) 

with the “help” (vs. 7) he received. 

     Further, the psalm in its entirety essentially constitutes a plea/ 

request for God’s provision in life: 
 

 to fulfill his spiritual thirst (vs. 1) 

 to benefit from God’s power, glory, and love (vss. 2-3) 

 to receive soul-satisfying spiritual food (vs. 5) 

 to receive God’s help (vss. 6-8) 

 to receive protection against enemies (vss. 9-11) 
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     5. Psalm 88:9. Tormented by his afflictions, the psalmist assumed 

the posture of request: “My eye wastes away because of affliction. 

LORD, I have called daily upon You; I have stretched out my hands to 

You” (vs. 9). His prayerful pleas were issued “day and night” (vs. 1), 

begging God to hear his cry (vs. 2). His requests were activated by his 

troubled soul (vs. 3). The entire psalm is a supplication that God might 

come to his rescue and alter his distraught condition. 

     6. Psalm 134:2. Considered a “song of ascents,” this psalm is 

among the 15 psalms (120-134) that were sung by Hebrew pilgrims 

traveling to the Temple in Jerusalem to observe the three annual 

Mosaic “festivals” or feast days: 
Behold, bless the LORD, all you servants of the LORD, who by 

night stand in the house of the LORD! Lift up your hands in the 

sanctuary, and bless the LORD. The LORD who made heaven and 

earth, bless you from Zion!  

The traveling worshippers were singing about the service offered by the 

Levites in their Temple service in Jerusalem. It is the priests and 

Levites (not the pilgrims) who are spoken of as lifting up their hands in 

prayer to God, making appropriate requests for His blessings. The 

pilgrims were urging the priests to fulfill their priestly functions, to 

offer their requests to God, and for God to bless them to that end. 

     7. Psalm 141:2. The psalmist again cried out to God, requesting that 

He consider his prayers as sacrifices and incense, and begging Him to 

grant his requests: “LORD, I cry out to You; Make haste to me! Give 

ear to my voice when I cry out to You. Let my prayer be set before You 

as incense, the lifting up of my hands as the evening sacrifice” (vss. 1-

2). The rest of the psalm enumerates his specific requests. 

     8. Psalm 143:6. The psalmist’s prayer, again, consisted of 

passionate supplications (requests) as he assumed the posture of 

request: “Hear my prayer, O LORD, Give ear to my supplications!... I 

spread out my hands to You; My soul longs for You like a thirsty 

land. Answer me speedily, O LORD; My spirit fails!” (vss. 1,6-7). The 

psalmist sought an answer to his prayerful requests. 

     9. Isaiah 1:15. The prophet warned the people that, due to their 

wickedness, God would no longer grant their requests: “When you 

spread out your hands, I will hide My eyes from you; Even though 
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you make many prayers, I will not hear” (1:15). The phrase “spread out 

your hands” is synonymous with the phrase “make many prayers.” 

     10. Ezra 9:5. With a great sense of grief and shame, Ezra bemoaned 

the extensive iniquities of the returning exiles. He, too, assumed the 

posture of request in offering his pleadings to God: “At the evening 

sacrifice I arose from my fasting; and having torn my garment and my 

robe, I fell on my knees and spread out my hands to the LORD my 

God” (Ezra 9:5). The entire prayer pleads for God’s forgiveness for 

their predicament. 

     11. 1 Timothy 2:8. The phrase “lifting up holy hands” in this verse 

is “a participial clause, of manner or accessories…defining both the 

proper bodily gesture and the spiritual qualifications required in 

prayer.”
80

 Paul employs the phrase as the figure of speech known as 

metonymy in which he substituted an association word for what he 

actually meant. Specifically, a posture of prayer is mentioned in place 

of prayer itself. Paul was stressing that the public prayers lead by the 

men should usher forth from holy lives. Publicly led prayer is effective 

only if the leader is at peace with fellow Christians (Matthew 5:23-24; 

6:14).
81

 However, as with all bodily actions authorized by God, they 

must be undertaken sincerely with no desire to be seen of men 

(Matthew 6:5), or to disengage one’s mind in order to simply feel 

emotional euphoria. Interestingly, Paul limits the leading of public 

prayers to the males (andras) of the congregation.
82

 
 

Summary 
 

     Four observations are in order. First, the prayer postures delineated 

in Scripture are authorized by God. Christians have God’s permission 

to emulate them in their prayer life. 

     Second, while various prayer postures are incidentally depicted in 

passing in the divine record, the overwhelming emphasis is clearly on 

the attitude of the one praying and the appropriateness of the thought of 

the prayer itself (e.g., Matthew 6:1-15; Luke 18:1; 1 John 5:14).
83

 The 

Scriptures provide ample indication of several God-approved prayer 

postures. If one desires to harmonize worship behavior with the 

directives of Scripture, and have divine authority for one’s worship 

actions (Colossians 3:17), it would seem that one should conform to 

one or more of the authorized, meaning-laden postures specified in 

Scripture.
84

 We should “pray with the understanding” (1 Cor. 14:15). 
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     Third, all of these prayer postures possess and convey meaning. 

They do not constitute meaningless body movements. They are not 

mere mindless, emotional manifestations. The popular posture of today 

 

—in which worshippers hold up their arms, palms facing forward, sway 

their arms, occasionally dropping one arm, sometimes with eyes 

closed—such movements are not to be identified with the lifting up of 

hands alluded to in the Bible. In fact, the Bible nowhere refers to such 

movements and should not be confused with the biblical practice of 

lifting up hands.  

     Fourth, pagan religion has always been characterized by non-

rational actions that allow the worshipper to express passion—actions 

that are “better felt than told.” Elijah encountered just such nonsensical 

fervor in his encounter with the prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18:26b, 28-

29). Tragically, so did 

Moses among the 

Israelites at Mt. Sinai 

(Exodus 32:25). African 

and American Indian 

tribal groups in history 

danced around camp-

fires, “whooping and 

hollering,” in an attempt 

to work themselves into 

a frenzy. Their physical 

movements were specifically calculated to whip up emotion and bolster 

courage. In stark contrast, the worship of God has always been 

characterized by a controlled, intellectually meaningful expression of 

spiritual concepts.   
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     Indeed, worship practice in the New Testament is clearly 

unpretentious and conspicuously free from the pageantry, external 

ritual, and pomp so characteristic of pagan religion and even corrupted 

Christianity. God has stripped worship of elements that are potentially 

self-serving and designed to impress the participants rather than focus 

on God. No wonder Jesus repeatedly criticized the religious leaders of 

His day for their persistent attention to external display, appearances, 

show, and hype (e.g., Matthew 6:5; 23:5-7,25-30; Luke 18:11). No 

wonder He directed the Samaritan woman’s attention away from 

external location (John 4:21). No wonder He urged unassuming secrecy 

in religious practice (Matthew 6:1-6,16-18). 

     Is it coincidental that, at the very time that a corrupt form of “lifting 

up hands” has swept Christendom, secular culture practices the same 

posture—without assigning to it any religious significance? Americans 

commonly lift up their arms at rock concerts. Why? 

Why do people who ride on roller coasters raise their arms, palms 

facing forward? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Is it not because doing so “enhances” one’s physical experience? At a 

rock concert, lifting one or both arms, and also swaying them, 

stimulates the participants, increasing their level of engagement. 
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Raising one’s arms on a roller coaster takes the physical and emotional 

sensations to “the next level.” It intensifies the thrill. It enlivens 

pleasure, energizes excitement, and arouses greater euphoria. 

     But when it comes to the worship of God, renewal, genuineness, 

sincerity, and zest for worship must come from within rather than from 

external, carnal manipulation. It must be expressed through God-

approved avenues. Reverence and a worshipful attitude arise from 

knowledge of God and of what He has done for us (Psalm 95:6-7; 1 

Corinthians 6:20; Revelation 14:7). If awareness of the omnipotent, 

living, loving Lord of the Universe does not evoke genuine, heartfelt, 

energized, exciting, sincere worship, then something is wrong with the 

worshiper. Shallow and superfluous artificial stimuli like holding up 

arms, turning down the lights, or pre-rehearsed musical performances 

are not the solution. They are cheap substitutes, like narcotics to the 

addict, which temporarily enable a troubled soul to artificially fabricate 

meaning in life. 

     If we always have to be doing something different to keep worship 

“fresh,” there will be no end to the perpetual parade of unscriptural 

practices being foisted upon the church. All such innovations suggest 

spiritual anemia and immaturity. If we feel change is necessary to 

impact society around us in order to draw in the crowds, then we’ve 

conceded that God’s power to save people lies in something other than 

His Gospel (Romans 1:16; Hebrews 4:12). 
 

Inconsistencies 
     While a Christian must be very cautious in questioning the motives 

of others, since only God can discern thoughts (e.g., Matthew 9:4; Luke 

5:22), nevertheless, “by their fruits you will know them” (Matthew 

7:20). One cannot help but raise certain concerns. First, if motives are 

pure in the matter of lifting up hands in the assembly, does that same 

individual lift up hands in private worship at home? Lifting up hands 

only in the assembly suggests that the presence of other worshippers—

appearances—may be of more concern than genuine worship. In so 

doing, the motive is not a sincere, undistracted focus upon God. 

     Second, does the individual lift up hands only while praying? Aside 

from the inconsistency of lifting up hands to the exclusion of other 

biblical prayer postures (e.g., kneeling), notice also that those who 

advocate lifting up hands are as likely to hold up hands during the 



15 

 

sermon or the musical portion of the service as during prayer. Yet, the 

Scriptures are explicit and definitive in identifying holding up hands as 

a prayer posture. Lifting up hands during the sermon or the singing is 

without scriptural precedent.
85

 

   Third, when holding up arms, why would one sway the arms from 

side to side? And why hold up only one hand? There are no biblical 

passages that describe or presuppose these behaviors. As already stated, 

they are not to be identified with the biblical prayer posture of lifting up 

hands and, hence, are without scriptural authority. If one were sincerely 

lifting up hands in a biblical manner, i.e., to make a request of God in 

hopes of receiving, not only would palms be open or upturned as an act 

of receiving, the arms would not sway from side to side. Consider this 

comparison: what child, when 

she approaches her father with 

her arms extended, palms up, 

eyes looking tearfully, long-

ingly, and expectantly into her 

father’s eyes, hoping for him to 

pick her up, would fail to 

receive the assistance she seeks 

from a loving and attentive 

father? He would, no doubt, 

reach down with both hands in 

order to lift her up and ascertain 

her desire. On the other hand, 

what would a father think of the child who approaches him with arms 

swaying from side to side and eyes closed? He would think the child is 

“playing around,” being “silly,” perhaps pretending to be a zombie, and 

not sincerely seeking the assistance of her father. The child would 

either be performing for self or 

someone else.
86

 Indeed, how do 

you suppose God views those 

who would presume to approach 

Him in such a manner? 

    Fourth, the virtually universal 

sign of surrender is to extend 

both arms upward, palms facing 

forward.
87

 Some seek to justify 
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this posture in Christian worship 

on the grounds that they are 

“surrendering to Jesus.” This 

allegation raises two questions: 

First, the vast majority of those 

who close their eyes and sway 

their arms in worship are doing so 

without assigning any specific 

meaning to their action. They are, 

in reality, creating their own worship postures, rather than conforming 

to those given by God. Second, where in Scripture does God call for 

individuals to lift their arms as a symbol of surrendering to Him? 

Hence, are not those who do so engaging in what Jesus labeled “vain” 

worship (Matthew 15:9) and what Paul styled “ignorant” worship (Acts 

17:23), or even “will worship” (Colossians 2:23, KJV), i.e., worship 

that originates in human will rather than God’s will (cf. “self-made 

religion,” ESV/NASB and “self-imposed religion,” NKJV)?
88

 

     Fifth, consider also the fact that lifting up hands as a prayer posture 

has a very specific meaning and purpose. Therefore it is only 

appropriate and sensible when the words of the prayer specifically 

pertain to requesting, asking, supplicating, or pleading with God, and 

with the mind directed toward expecting to receive. As noted in each of 

the biblical contexts where hands are lifted in prayer, the content of the 

prayer consisted of supplications and requests. 
 

Other Postures? 
     But what about other postures, like folding one’s hands, that are not 

specifically mentioned in Scripture?
89

 Keep in mind that, while God 

identifies several prayer postures that are authorized and appropriate, 

nevertheless, they are optional, i.e., they do not have to be assumed. In 

fact, a person is authorized to enact no prayer posture at all. For 

example, if an individual is lying in his bed on his back with his arms 

under the covers at his side, about to go to sleep for the night, he can 

pray to God (silently or audibly—cf. 1 Samuel 1:12-13). The 

positioning of his body, head, arms, legs, etc. has nothing to do with the 

prayer. They are incidental to his act of worship.
90

 A person can pray to 

God while driving his car with both hands gripping the steering wheel 

and his eyes focused on the road ahead. The positioning of his hands 
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and body has nothing to do with the prayer being offered. Similarly, 

Paul and Silas in prison, with their feet fastened in stocks, could pray to 

God without employing any particular prayer posture (Acts 16:24-25). 

A person can pray scripturally to God anytime, anywhere, even if his 

circumstances do not permit his body to assume a biblical prayer 

posture.
91

 In such cases, there is no intention to assume a prayer 

posture. 

     Hence, a distinction must be made between actions that are 

intended to be part of one’s worship expression versus actions that are 

not so intended. Is the action of folding hands intended to be a prayer 

posture, i.e., is it intended to be a part of the worship being offered to 

God? For example, suppose I am in the assembly, and the prayer leader 

goes to the pulpit and says, “Shall we pray?” and so I shift forward to 

the edge of my seat and sit up straight in order to prepare myself to 

focus on what he will say, and I grip the back of the pew in front of me 

with both hands in order to concentrate, and maybe I even place my 

forehead on my knuckles and close my eyes. Observe that none of these 

actions are intended to be prayer postures in the sense that they are 

being offered to God as worship actions. They are merely 

coincidental bodily actions, like breathing, blinking, shifting the body, 

or scratching one’s nose—necessary movements to prepare myself to 

do what God wants me to do. They are aids—but not intended as an 

expression of worship in prayer. They are parallel to pitch pipes and 

songbooks—coincidentals that aid in carrying out the command to sing, 

but are not intended to be offered as worship actions.   

 

 

Consider this 

 chart which 

  illustrates 

        the 

  distinction 

between aids 

and additions. 
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Parents teach their children to put their hands together or even clasp 

their hands together—not to create a prayer posture—but to assist the 

child in focusing and remaining as still and undistracted as possible. 

Both folding hands and closing eyes function as adolescent restraining 

devices. One is authorized to pray to God with eyes closed—but doing 

so is for the purpose of concentration and not intended as a prayer 

posture. 

     Deliberate prayer postures, on the other hand, are specifically 

stipulated in Scripture (along with their distinguishing meanings)—in 

precisely the same way that music actions are stipulated. We are no 

more authorized to supplement our singing with instruments that are 

intended to accompany (and be integral to) our singing than we are 

authorized to supplement our praying with specific actions that are 

intended to accompany and be integral to our praying. If God had 

commanded us to pray, but provided no information in His Word 

pertaining to prayer postures—we would not be authorized to create 

our own. Once He broached the subject by specifying several 

discernable prayer postures that He approves as appropriate/authorized 

to assume (though optional) when we pray, we must respect His 

stipulations. We either assume a biblical prayer posture or none. 

     Another comparison: Suppose you are at the gym and, as part of 

your exercise regimen, you jump up and down to get your heart rate up. 

Are you authorized by God to pray to Him as you do so? Certainly. 

One can pray to God anytime, anywhere. But suppose you are in the 

assembly of the church engaging in corporate worship and the prayer 

leader leads the congregation in prayer. Are you authorized by God to 

jump up and down as an accompanying expression of your prayer to 

Him, intending the jumping to be part of your expression of worship to 

Him? That would be an addition, not an aid, to worship. It would be a 

corruption of the act of worship you are engaging in—and would, in 

fact, be viewed by everyone around you as an addition to and 

alteration of worship. 

     The problem arises when individuals invent body movements that 

are nonsensical, that have no legitimate scriptural or spiritual meaning, 

and implement them as intended prayer postures or expressions of 

worship. Humans are not authorized to generate religious worship 

actions—whether pertaining to prayer, singing, partaking of the Lord’s 

Supper, giving, or preaching/teaching. God has already legislated the 
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avenues through which humans may approach Him in worship. No 

improvisation, “enhancements,” or “improvements” are permitted or 

needed. Indeed, their introduction into “true worship” (John 4:23) is 

considered by God to be disrespectful, dishonoring, and a failure to 

show Him to be holy (Leviticus 10:3). Indeed, they are self-serving. 

Why would anyone want to risk the displeasure of God by insisting, 

“Well, I think He will be okay with how I worship,” or “I just don’t 

think the Lord will reject my efforts to worship Him when many people 

over the years have done the same things,” or “I believe God accepts 

human actions if the person believes he is showing reverence.” This 

thinking is a “slippery slope” that opens the floodgates to any and all 

worship innovation on the basis of the faulty “standard” of human 

sincerity and personal opinion. Jesus repudiated such thinking in His 

remarks to the Samaritan woman in John 4 when He identified the “true 

worshippers” (vs. 23) whom God approves: “God is Spirit, and those 

who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth” (vs. 24). Sincerity 

is certainly indispensable, and reverence is mandatory; but it is not 

enough to be sincere or to believe that one is being reverent. One must 

conform to “truth,” i.e., the specific stipulations God Himself has given 

in Scripture regarding proper worship actions (John 17:17).
92

 

    Based on the biblical principle of authority,
93

 a person is authorized 

to assume a prayer posture that is approved and sanctioned in Scripture. 

Yet he is also authorized to assume no prayer posture at all. In contrast, 

however, observe that when a person brings his body parts into play 

with specific movements or actions that are intended to accompany 

and compose a part of his expression of worship in prayer, he enters 

into a realm where he (1) must have biblical authority for worship 

actions and (2) he must not engage in mindless, meaningless, self-

concocted physical stimuli that are “better-felt-than-told.” Authority 

exists in the Bible for incidental, unrelated body positions while 

praying. But authority does not exist for body positions that the 

worshipper has concocted for his or her own self-gratification. 

     In his 1948 volume Let Us Pray!, Leslie Thomas makes the 

following suitable summary comment: 
The worshipper must come to God in prayer in a reverent manner; 

and since there are postures of the body which are not regarded as 

indicative of reverence, even by men…, it follows that the safe thing 

for one to do is to assume a bodily posture in prayer which he 

knows that God approves (p. 41, emp. added).
94

 



20 

 

Conclusion 
     When all of the scriptural pre-conditions are in place, lifting up 

hands in prayer—as defined by Scripture—is authorized by God. 

Genuine worship action is a deliberate, calculated response to the 

stipulations of Scripture, directed to God with sincere motives. If done 

biblically, most worshippers in a church worship assembly would never 

know lifting up hands is being done, since most members bow their 

heads and close their eyes. When public prayer is led, they would not 

know if the person right next to them was lifting up his hands in prayer. 

To summarize, examine the following contrasting depiction:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     It bears repeating: every action of worship must be authorized. God 

requires every worshipper to muster the joy, interest, love, and 

excitement in his own heart, and then to express that to Him in only 

God-approved expressions. Hence, we are not free to express our joy 

any way we choose. Our joy/excitement must be under the control of 

God and thereby channeled solely through those avenues of worship 

that He has designated. Has God authorized us to show our joy by 

smiling in worship? Yes. Has He authorized us to jump up, clap our 

hands, and run around the auditorium? No.
95

 Though such might be a 

natural, spontaneous action on the part of a person, it is action that God 

has not sanctioned. It is unrestrained, impulsive, human-originated, and 

unguided by God. As noted earlier, it is “will worship” (Colossians 
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eyes 
open 

palms 
open to 
receive 

hand 
on 

chest 

meaningless 
open 
hand 

eyes 
closed 



21 

 

2:23). Further, it would encourage chaos in violation of 1 Corinthians 

14:33. 
     American culture has been undergoing a fundamental shift in 

religious and social orientation for over half a century. Change is the 

name of the game. In the midst of these cultural currents, Christendom 

has been significantly affected—even diluted. The popular worship 

practices of today (hand clapping, instrumental music, praise teams, 

waving arms, etc.) were glaringly absent from the first century New 

Testament churches as well as the Protestant churches that existed at 

the founding of America. Sadly, some Christians are intoxicated with 

the same secular passion to forge new doctrines and replace old truths 

with new practices. New thought is fashionable. Ridicule and derision 

are being heaped upon those who seem unwilling to change with the 

times and abandon what is disrespectfully labeled “tradition.” The 

notion that worship must be updated in order to be “contemporary” is a 

flawed concept. It implies that past worship has been inferior. It implies 

that God’s directives become irrelevant. It implies that humans deserve 

to be allowed input as to how God ought to be worshipped from 

generation to generation. 

     Yet, our day is not so new and unique that we need to overthrow all 

that’s gone before. Our times are not so different from the times that 

have preceded us. People in every period of human history have 

perceived their times as “modern” and “contemporary.” We need a 

good dose of biblical perspective:  
That which has been is that which will be, and that which has been 

done is that which will be done. So, there is nothing new under the 

sun. Is there anything of which one might say, “See this, it is new”? 

Already it has existed for ages which were before us (Ecclesiastes 

1:9-10, NASB). 

     In reality, God’s truths are fresh and relevant to our day (Psalm 

119). Indeed, they are “new every morning” (Lamentations 3:23). But 

we must not be so anxious to stay in step with diluted Christianity and 

corrupted worship (1 Samuel 8:20) or to “hear some new thing” (Acts 

17:21) that we overlook the fact that God’s truths are also “old” 

(Jeremiah 6:16). It is fickle man who changes (Proverbs 24:21). We 

dare not label as “tradition” and proceed to change that which God has 

decreed as changeless (Malachi 3:6; James 1:17; Psalm 111:7-8; 1 

Peter 1:25). 
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     Please make no mistake. The Bible clearly teaches that one 

permissible prayer posture consists of lifting up one’s hands. When 

done properly—in the precise manner in which Scripture stipulates and 

with the right attitude (not to be “seen by men” [Matthew 6:5; 23:5])—

Christians are perfectly free to emulate Bible teaching on this matter. 

As a longing child earnestly desires a parent’s assistance, so the sincere 

child of God can cast longing eyes toward heaven and spread forth his 

hands with an eager expectation of receiving God’s gracious, bene-

volent, and willing response to his requests. 

     Indeed, God continues to look for faithful persons who have 

grounded their thought—not in the social research of human wisdom or 

the latest trends and fleshly innovations—but in the solid rock of 

biblical truth (Luke 6:48). He is still pleased with the one who remains 

unshaken by the winds of false doctrine (Luke 7:24; Ephesians 4:14).
96
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sixth edition, p. 391. 

6 See Exodus 9:23; 10:13; 14:5-6,16. 

7 For example, the hands spoken of as being “with” someone is a figurative expression 

(metonymy) indicating that positive support and assistance is being conveyed (1 Samuel 22:17; 

2 Samuel 3:12; 14:19; cf. Bullinger, p. 547). An “open hand” connotes God’s providential care 
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ocean having “lifted its hands on high” (3:10), a phrase which the NIV renders “lifted its waves 
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