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Editor’s Note
Jonathan 
Leeman

Singing is not one of the 
nine marks, a point 
which, not surprisingly, 

has come up once or twice with 
my minister-of- music father.

That said, okay, yes, 9Marks 
does have a few opinions on mu-
sic. Our understanding of the 
local church pushes us toward a 
slightly different perspective on 
church singing than some of our 
evangelical brothers and sisters.

The difference comes down 
to the question of performance. 
Who is performing? The con-
gregation or the people on stage? 
Dimming the lights and turning 
up the volume of instruments 
and leaders doesn’t necessarily 
mean you have turned the con-
gregation into an audience, but it 
often does.

Or think about it like this: 
is the “worship experience” in 
your church a solo transaction 
between the individual wor-
shipper and God as stimulated 
by a high-emotion performer up 
front?

Because here is an alternative: 
the musicians and song leaders 
help to facilitate an intellectually 
and emotionally engaged com-
munal experience where mem-
bers sing to one another while 
singing to God. The primary 
thing people hear is the faith-re-
inforcing praises and laments of 
their fellow saints. “I’m not the 
only one who rejoices like this…
mourns like this…pleads like 
this. So does everyone around 
me!” They don’t listen for the 
organ, electric guitar, or praise 
ensemble. They listen for the 
folksy and hearty voices of other 
pilgrims walking alongside them 
on this long and rocky road of 
Christian obedience, rehearsing 
old memories of Calvary and 
new hopes of the heavenly city.

Are these just my preferenc-
es that I’m trying to impose? 
I hope not. Think about what 
the New Testament emphasizes 
when it comes to the church’s 
corporate music. It doesn’t talk 
about crafting a highly charged 

worship “experience.” Interest-
ingly, it doesn’t use the language 
of “worship” at all in this con-
text (which is not to deny that 
corporate singing is worship). 
Instead, the Bible talks about 
the congregation singing to one 
another (Col. 3:16; Eph. 5:19), 
and doing everything for the 
sake of edifying one another (1 
Cor. 14). That’s it: people sing-
ing together. When it comes to 
the topic of music, Christians 
might do well to talk about the 
church singing or the congrega-
tion singing because that’s what 
the Bible talks about.

In this edition of the 9Marks 
Journal, we start with singing 
and the song. Why do congrega-
tions sing, what should they sing 
about, and how can they sing bet-
ter? We then think more carefully 
about the music itself, particular-
ly with two different perspectives 
on whether or not some musical 
forms are better than others. Fi-
nally we think about what is in-
volved in leading music.
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Jonathan 
Leeman

Why We Sing

At my church’s Sunday 
gathering, the preacher 
and everyone leading 

the service sits on the stage fa-
cing the congregation.

In the past, I’ve been tempted 
to wonder if they’re really wor-
shipping, or just looking around. 
Doesn’t someone who is really 
worshipping close his eyes, put 
up his hands, and wear an ex-
pression of rapture?

At least that’s what I wondered 
until it was me sitting on stage, 
looking at the congregation. 
When the singing begins, I’m be-
holding God’s people praise God. 
And it’s unbelievable!

WHAT I BEHOLD
Some eyes are closed and some 
are open. Some hands are rai-
sed and some are not. But the 
posture of their bodies is not 
the point.

We’re singing the sixteenth 
century words of “A Mighty For-
tress,” and I notice a woman who 
was recently assaulted now sing 
with all her might of a “bulwark 
never failing.”

We’re singing the eighteenth 
century words of “Come, Thou 
Fount of Every Blessings” and 
I’m heartened by the older saint 
who has persevered in the faith 
for decades, still singing, “prone 
to wander, Lord, I feel it, prone 
to leave the God I love; here’s my 
heart, O, take and seal it; seal it 
for thy courts above.”

We’re singing the nineteenth 
century words of “It Is Well,” 
and I look out and see the mid-
dle-aged brother struggling with 
discouragement over his fight 
against sinful anger now raising 
his voice to shout, “My sin—oh, 
the bliss of this glorious thought: 
my sin, not in part, but the whole 
is nailed to the cross and I bear it 
no more. Praise the Lord, praise 
the Lord, O my soul!”

We’re singing the twenty-first 
century words of “In Christ 
Alone,” and I see the talented 
young mother who is tempted 
to regret what she’s given up to 
have children now exult in her 
new ambition: “In Christ alone 
my hope is found, he is my light, 
my strength, my song.”

As I sit, look out, and be-
hold, my own praises to God 
are strengthened by the stories 
and songs of others. My faith is 
invigorated and enlarged by his 
work in them.

THE ECHOING WORD
Churches sing because their new 
hearts can’t help but echo the 
Word which has given them life. 
Whether those songs were wri-
tten in the sixteenth century or 
today, they should echo Scrip-
ture. If there is any place where 
God’s Word should literally re-
verberate, it should reverberate 
in the church’s songs. Remem-
ber, Scripture alone gives life.

Therefore, a church’s songs 
should contain nothing more 
than the words, paraphrases, or 
ideas of Scripture.

And churches sing together 
because it helps us to see that our 
hearts’ praises, confessions, and 
resolutions are shared. We’re 
not alone. Singing in the church, 
I believe, is about listening as 
much as it’s about singing. So 
Paul commands us to “Speak to 
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one another with psalms, hymns 
and spiritual songs. Sing and 
make music in your heart to the 
Lord” (Eph. 5:19, NIV). If I’m to 
speak to others in song, I’m to 
listen to others as well. In fact, I 
do sometimes stop singing just 
to listen and thank God for the 
voices around me!

“These brothers and sisters 
share my new heart, my new 
identity, my Lord and Savior, my 
comfort and support, my hope 
and ambition, my glory and joy. 
I’m with them, they’re with me, 
and we’re with  him.”

WHY WE SING
Believers sing in churches be-
cause Christ has commanded 
us to sing (Col. 3:16, Eph. 5:19). 
And we’re commanded to sing, 
I heard minister of music Bob 
Kauflin observe, because God 
means for creatures created in 
his image to do as he does (e.g. 
Zeph. 3:17; Heb. 2:12). Yet let 
me unpack what I’ve said so far 
by articulating three reasons for 
why I expect God would com-
mand his people to speak to one 
another not just in prose, but in 
poetry and  melody.

We Sing To Own and Affirm 
the Word

Singing is how the congrega-
tion owns and affirms the Word 
for itself. In the Bible, singing is 
one God-ordained way for the 
members of a congregation to 
respond to God’s revelation. It’s 
how they raise their hand and 
say, “Yes, I believe and affirm 
these truths with my whole per-

son.” For instance, the Psalmist 
tells God’s people to proclaim 
God’s Word to  others: “Sing to 
the Lord, bless his name; tell of 
his salvation from day to day” 
(Ps. 96:2). Singing of his salva-
tion means we’ve owned it as 
our message.

We Sing to Engage Our 
Emotions with God’s Word

Singing is how the congre-
gation particularly engages its 
emotions and affections with 
God’s Word. When we sing, 
it’s hard to remain emotionally 
disengaged. Just as the sense of 
smell can evoke strong associ-
ations and memories, so the 
sound of music both evokes 
and provokes the heart’s joys, 
griefs, longings, hopes, and 
sorrows. Jonathan Edwards 
proposed that God gave us 
music “wholly to excite and 
express religious affections.” 
The Psalmist seems to embody 
this idea when he writes, “My 
heart overf lows with a pleasing 
theme” (Ps. 45:1).

Singing, I’d say, is the me-
dium by which God’s people 
grab hold of his Word and align 
their emotions and affections to 
God’s.

It’s not surprising there-
fore that Paul would command 
churches to sing the psalms, 
and that the Psalter would 
be referred to as the church’s 
hymnbook. John Calvin called 
the Psalms “An Anatomy of all 
the Parts of the Soul” since it 
offers readers words which 
they can place into their own 

mouths for properly express-
ing the whole range of human 
emotions. In the preface to his 
commentary on the Psalms, 
Calvin writes, “for there is not 
an emotion of which any one 
can be conscious that is not 
here represented as in a mirror. 
Or rather, the Holy Spirit has 
here drawn to the life all the 
griefs, sorrows, fears, doubts, 
hopes, cares, perplexities, in 
short, all the distracting emo-
tions with which the minds  of 
men are wont to be agitated.” 
How can Christians express 
grief in godly fashion? Or sor-
row, fear, and doubt? By echo-
ing the Psalms, like Jesus did 
again and again.

Yet even if churches don’t 
take their lyrics directly from the 
Psalter, they should consider the 
Psalm’s balance of confession, 
lamentation, exaltation, and 
thanksgiving, and seek to mimic 
something similar in their own 
hymnody. Do we know how to 
lament in our churches through 
music? Or confess?

In seminary classrooms, 
budding preachers are some-
times warned, “A congregation 
will only be as careful with the 
Word as you are in the pulpit.” 
The same is true, I’m convinced, 
of our singing in church, and our 
ability to emotionally encoun-
ter God throughout the week. 
A congregation which learns to 
sing in church with robust con-
fession and contrite praise better 
knows how to sing to God with 
their hearts at home, whether 
they do it to melody or  not.
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We Sing To Demonstrate 
and Build Unity

Singing is one way of demon-
strating and building corporate 
unity. Once again, it’s not diffi-
cult to imagine how Israel used 
the Psalms to demonstrate and 
build the unity of their hearts 
with one another. Some psalms 
make this explicit:

[Call] Oh give thanks to the 
Lord, for he is good; for his 
steadfast love endures forever!

[Response 1] Let Israel say, “His 
steadfast love endures forever.”

[Response 2] Let the house of 
Aaron say, “His steadfast love 
endures forever.”

[Response 3] Let those who fear 
the Lord say, “His steadfast love 
endures forever.” (Psalm 118:1-
4; see also 124:1; 129:1; 136)

The psalmist makes a dec-
laration, and then he asks three 
groups of people to echo him: 

the nation, the priests, and then 
all who fear God (including any 
foreigners and Gentiles in their 
midst?). The words “his stead-
fast love endures forever” is the 
source of unity, but the poetry 
and—perhaps—music encour-
ages the people’s hearts to em-
brace, own, and rejoice  in this 
glorious truth.

The context of Paul’s com-
mand to sing is worth noticing 
as well: “And let the peace of 
Christ rule in your hearts, to 
which indeed you were called 
in one body. And be thank-
ful. Let the word of Christ 
dwell in you richly…singing 
psalms and hymns and spiri-
tual songs, with thankfulness 
in your hearts to God” (Colos-
sians 3:15-16). Notice the train 
of thought: We’re to let peace 
rule, since we’re called to one 
body. We’re to be thankful. 
And we can do all this by sing-
ing Christ’s Word together. 
Again, the Word is the source 
of unity; but the music gives 
expression to that unity.

No doubt, this point can 
be combined with the last one. 
Singing God’s Word is how a 
congregation tunes its heart to-
gether across the whole range of 
biblically-driven affections.

What should be clear in all 
three reasons for why we sing is 
that singing in church should 
be about the church singing— 
congregational singing. Perhaps 
choirs and soloists can be care-
fully used to call the church to 
respond, as in the Psalm above 
or as an exercise in “speaking to 
one another in song.” And mu-
sical performances outside the 
gathered church are wonderful. 
But God has given music to the 
gathered church so that the peo-
ple together can own, affirm, re-
joice in, and unite around God’s 
Word. Far better than the sweet 
harmonies of a few trained sing-
ers is the rough and hale sound 
of pardoned criminals, delighting 
with one voice in their Savior.

The most beautiful instrument 
in any Christian service is the 
sound of the congregation singing.

EDITOR’S NOTE:
This article, which recently appeared at Creator Magazine, was excerpted from the book Reverberation and 
is used by permission of Moody Publishing.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
Jonathan Leeman is an elder at the Capitol Hill Baptist Church and is the editorial director for 9Marks. He 
is the author of several books, including Reverberation: How God’s Word Gives Light, Freedom, and Action 
to His People. You can  follow him on Twitter @JonathanDLeeman.
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Christians are a singing 
people.

Muslims don’t gather 
to sing. Neither do Hindus, Bud-
dhists, or Rastafarians. Chris-
tians do. Also, while not every-
one preaches, or leads in prayer, 
or publicly reads Scripture, we 
all sing.1

But what can we say about 
the nature of a corporate Chris-
tian song? What should it be 
like? Can we sing any kind of 
song when gathered together?

WHAT A 
CONGREGATIONAL SONG 
SHOULD BE
Whether our corporate wors-
hip is subject to the regulative 
principle or simply the princi-
ple of conscience, the exercise 
of singing ought to be seriously 
considered in light of Scripture. 
And Psalm 96 offers some cru-
cial perspectives regarding the 
nature of a right song and its 
effects. Originally written for 
the covenant people of God for 
the entry of the ark of the cove-
nant into Jerusalem (see 1 Chr. 

16), this Psalm offers us much 
regarding the practice of sin-
ging today.

A Congregational Song 
Should Focus on  God

God is at the center of a 
Christian song. When God calls 
his people to sing, it is a qualified 
type of song. In Psalm 96:1, God 
says, “Sing to the Lord.”

When the church is gathered 
together in the name of God, 
the glory of God is the aim of 
our melody making. We are to 
sing to him, about him, and for 
him. We don’t sing merely as the 
world sings of created things, 
our song is elevated to the Un-
created One. The songs of the 
church proclaim the character, 
attributes, and ways of the God 
of our salvation.

For those who choose songs 
for corporate worship, this is a 
task to be carried out with sobri-
ety. Mark Dever and Paul Alex-
ander give this advice to pastors: 
“As the main teaching pastor, it 
is your responsibility to shep-
herd the congregation into the 

green pastures of God-centered, 
gospel-centered songs, and away 
from the arid plains of theolog-
ical vacuity, meditations on hu-
man experience, and emotional 
frenzy.”2 If our songs are never 
set above vacuity, human experi-
ence, and emotions, we have fall-
en short of our goal. God must 
be the center of our worship; 
therefore God must be the center 
of our songs.

A Congregational Song 
Should Be  Biblical

The songs of the church 
ought to be built on, shaped by, 
and saturated with the word of 
God. Singing is a unique way to 
let the word of Christ dwell rich-
ly in us (Col. 3:16).

In Psalm 96:2, we see that we 
are to bless his name. Apart from 
God’s revelation, we would not 
know his name, or how to bless 
his name. Our singing and the 
whole of our worship must be 
biblically informed in order to 
carry out these commands. The 
songs of the church should be in-
tentionally biblical.

Matt Boswell

Five Qualities of a 
Congregational Song
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We might think of singing 
as a form of exposition that uses 
poetry to teach the word of God. 
When Isaac Watts published 
Psalms, Hymns, and Spiritual 
Songs, this was his intention. His 
goal was not to sing Scripture 
line by line, but to create poetic 
and emotive renditions of Scrip-
ture that allow a church to sing 
the truths of  Scripture.

Songs are sermons. They 
don’t work like homiletical ex-
egesis, but they articulate, ex-
egete, and pronounce biblical 
truths. Our hymns teach and 
shape the way people view God, 
man, Christ, and how we are to 
live in light of the gospel.

One way to ensure our sing-
ing is biblical is to comb through 
our songs to see if we cover the 
breadth of themes presented 
throughout the canon. Our songs 
should be held up to the light of 
God’s word to ensure we are sing-
ing the glories of its truth.

A Congregational Song 
Should Point to the Gospel

The contours of the gospel 
should shape our hymnal. We 
should “tell of his salvation” (v. 
2), so that the gospel rings forth 
as the theme of our songs. If 
we are convinced of the prima-
cy of gospel-centered ministry, 
we should surely practice gos-
pel-centered singing. The songs 
of our churches must be fluent in 
the gospel.

One approach toward gos-
pel-centered singing is to build 
on the framework of God, man, 
Christ, response.

• We sing to God as the holy 
creator of all things, who is 
worthy of worship.

• We sing of man and our sin-
ful nature, our alienation 
from God, and our need of 
forgiveness.

• We sing of Christ who is ful-
ly God and fully man, who 
lived a sinless life and died on 
the cross to bear the wrath of 
God.

• We sing a response. In these 
songs of consecration and re-
pentance, faith and praise, we 
joyfully respond to the good 
news of Jesus.

A Congregational Song 
Should Be Congregational

The preface to this Psalm says 
it is to be sung by both Asaph 
and his sons (1 Chr. 16:7). Chris-
tian singing is congregational at 
its core.

The song of redemption is not 
meant for one, but for many. In 
the torrent of individualism and 
self-help, the people of God don’t 
sing as a collection of individu-
als, but as one people united to 
Christ. Christian singing is not 
meant to highlight the talented 
few, but to include the voice of 
the many. Congregational par-
ticipation protects the gathering 
from pageantry and pomp, and 
provides an environment for an 
exultant, grace-infused response 
to the revelation of God.

This choir of the redeemed 
lift a collective voice of praise as a 

testimony that we have been rec-
onciled to God and to one anoth-
er. Singing together in worship is 
a mark of unity within a church. 
The song of the redeemed is to be 
sung by young and old, rich and 
poor, strong and weak. Verse 7 
reminds us that families of peo-
ples will ascribe praise to God: 
peoples from every tribe, tongue, 
and nation on the earth.

A Congregational Song 
Should be Evangelistic

While worship is theocentric, 
it is also declarative. Our sing-
ing is aimed at God, but it also 
rings in the ear of our neighbor. 
God-centered worship is procla-
mation. As we sing of the glory of 
God we understand that all have 
not seen his glory. As we sing of 
the goodness of the gospel, we re-
alize that it is not good news to all.

Spurgeon called this Psalm 
the “Missionary Psalm,” and for 
good reason. In verses 10 to 13, 
we see that God-centered singing 
intrinsically works as a declara-
tion to the lost. God-centered-
ness and evangelism are not two 
competing targets but one inside 
of the other. The worship of God 
is the aim of evangelism.

In the same breath, we sing of 
the love and wrath of God. In the 
same melodies, we declare his ho-
liness and the grave effect of sin. 
Christ is the king who will come 
to judge the world in his righ-
teousness and the peoples in his 
faithfulness. We say among the 
nations “The Lord reigns!” in the 
hope that men and women will 
repent of sin and trust in Christ.
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A HOLY PRACTICE
The church has been given a 
song to sing, and Christ is its au-
thor, its substance, and its aim.

A church’s songs are not a 
mere preamble to the sermon. 
Singing is not filler time to warm 
up a congregation. Singing is a 

holy practice. We sing because 
God has commanded us, and 
our songs should fill our hearts 
with delight.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
Matt Boswell is pastor of ministries and worship at Providence Church in Frisco, Texas.

NOTES
1 Thanks to Collin Hansen for articulating this idea in a conversation.

2 Mark Dever and Paul Alexander, The Deliberate Church: Building Your Ministry on the Gospel (Wheaton: Crossway, 2005), 85.



May–June 2014 | The Church Singing 11

Of all the things I have 
written, my little essay, 
“What Can Miserable 

Christians Sing?” has provided me 
with so many delightful surprises 
over the years.1 I wrote it in about 
45 minutes one afternoon, infuria-
ted by some superficial comment 
about worship I had heard but 
which I have long since forgot-
ten. And yet this little piece which 
took minimal time and energy to 
author has garnered more positive 
responses and more touching cor-
respondence than anything else 
I have ever written. It resonated 
with people across the Christian 
spectrum, people from all differ-
ent church backgrounds who had 
one thing in common: the under-
standing that life has a sad, melan-
choly, painful dimension which is 
too often ignored and sometimes 
even denied in our churches.

The article was intended to 
highlight what I saw as a major 
deficiency in Christian worship, a 
deficiency that is evident in both 
traditional and contemporary ap-
proaches: the absence of the lan-
guage of lament. The Psalms, the 
Bible’s own hymnbook, contains 

many notes of lamentation, re-
flecting the nature of the believer’s 
life in a fallen world. And yet these 
cries of pain are on the whole ab-
sent from hymns and praise songs. 
The question that formed the arti-
cle’s title was thus  a genuine one: 
what is it in the hymnody of your 
church that can be sung honestly 
by the woman who has just lost 
her baby, the husband who has just 
lost his wife, the child who has just 
lost a parent, when they come to 
church on   Sunday? The answer, 
I suggested, was the Psalms, for in 
them one finds divinely inspired 
words which allow the believer to 
express their deepest pains and 
sorrows to God.

Would I write it differently 
today? Not in terms of substance. 
If anything, I would broaden its 
application since I believe that its 
message is more important now 
than it was at the time of com-
position. As I survey the contem-
porary church landscape, I am 
struck at how even the great gos-
pel of sovereign grace is now so 
often focused on the youth market 
and consequently packaged with 
the aesthetics of worldly power, of 

celebrity, of the kind of superficial 
approaches to  life which mark the 
childish and the immature. Things 
that were once (and sadly no more) 
the exclusive preserve of the pro-
ponents of the prosperity gospel 
now feature in mainstream evan-
gelical circles without comment or 
criticism. The world has truly been 
turned upside down when Calvin-
ism has in some quarters become 
known for its pyrotechnics and its 
cocksure swagger.

I am also more aware now 
than I was when I wrote it of 
how real mortality is and of how 
short life can be. I wrote the piece 
with others in mind; now I am 
older and only too aware of how 
it applies to me and to those I 
love. The older one is, the more 
one is acquainted with the loss of 
friends and family, and the more 
one’s own mortality feels like a 
constant and unwelcome dinner 
guest. As a father I rejoiced the 
first time my son beat me in a 
running race; but my delight in 
his growing strength was short-
lived when in the coming months 
and years I realized it was also in-
dicative of my own decline.

Carl 
Trueman

Reflections on 
“What Can Miserable 
Christians Sing?”
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The world tells us to defy 
this as long as we can, wheth-
er by fitness, fashion choices or 
even surgery. But the world is 
a malevolently plausible confi-
dence trickster who tells us what 
we want to hear. Weakness and 
then death ultimately come to 
us all; and it is the pastor’s task 
to prepare both himself and his 
people for the inevitable. Thus, I 
now believe it is  more import-
ant than ever that the church 
embrace weakness and tragedy 
in its worship. True, we look for-
ward to the resurrection; but we 
often forget that the pathway to 
resurrection is necessarily and 
unavoidably through death. We 
need to remind our people in 
both what we preach, what we 
pray, and what we sing as a con-
gregation that God’s strength is 
made perfect in our weakness—
and, where resurrection is con-
cerned, in and through our total 
weakness at the hands of death.

Since writing the original piece, 
I have also become more aware of 
the power of liturgy to shape the 
mind of a Christian congregation. 
I am not talking here only of for-
mal liturgies such as those in The 
Book of Common Prayer. I mean 
the  form and content of any wor-
ship service claiming to be Chris-
tian. That which we say and sing as 
a congregation will over time sub-
tly and imperceptibly inform our 

thinking about the Christian faith 
and thus about life in general in a 
powerful  way. That is why an em-
phasis on the aesthetics of power 
and youth—perhaps we might say 
liturgies of power and youth—are 
problematic. They exclude the old 
or delude them into thinking that 
they are not old; and they deceive 
the young into thinking that they 
are the center of the universe and 
are destined to live forever. A lit-
urgy which accurately reflects the 
expectations we can have for life in 
a fallen world, one that inculcates 
and reinforces that week by week, 
is important as a means of prepar-
ing our people for the suffering that 
must eventually come their way.

And that brings me once more 
to the psalms. True, there are 
Christian poets and even the oc-
casional hymn writer who have 
captured the dark complexities of 
life; but there are none to compare 
with authors of the Psalter who 
set forth the riches and depths of 
human experience and existence 
with perfect poetic pitch. The 
church which makes the psalms  
part of her regular diet provides 
her people with the resources for 
truly living in this vale of tears, 
just as the church which does not 
do so has perversely denied her 
people a true treasure in pursuit 
of what? Relevance? There is noth-
ing more universally relevant than 
preparing people for suffering and 

death. I have people in my congre-
gation who have very hard lives, 
lives that are not going to become 
easier over time. To them I can 
only say: suffering comes to us all, 
but there is a resurrection; listen 
to how the notes of real, present 
lament in the Psalms are suffused 
with tangible, future hope and be 
encouraged: weeping may tarry 
for the night, and indeed be truly 
painful while it does, but joy will 
come in the morning.

When I married a young couple 
in my congregation a few years ago, 
I commented in the sermon that all 
human marriages begin with joy 
but end in tragedy. Whether it is 
divorce or death, the human bond 
of love is eventually torn apart. The 
marriage of Christ and his church, 
however, begins with tragedy and 
ends with a joyful and loving union 
which will never be rent asunder. 
There is joy to which we point in 
our worship, the joy of the Lamb’s 
wedding feast. But our people need 
to know that in this world there will 
be mourning. Not worldly mourn-
ing with no hope. But real mourn-
ing nonetheless, and we must make 
them ready for that.

Still, as I look back to the 
original “Miserable Christians” 
piece, I never imagined I would 
still be commenting on it so 
many years later. I am grateful 
that it seems to have been a help 
and encouragement to so many.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
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Spend some time with 
members of a Khosa 
church in South Africa, 

and you will quickly discover 
how wonderfully they sing. No 
instruments. No microphones. 
One individual leading, the rest 
following. Many hands clapping. 
And how they join their voices 
in full-throated praise!

This article is not written for 
them. It’s written for a tradition-
al Western church. Westerners 
are accustomed to profession-
al-quality and performance-ori-
ented music. And for better or 
worse, this affects what Chris-
tians expect musically when we 
walk into the church gathering. 
Unless a church deliberately 
pushes in an alternative direc-
tion, we expect the music to 
demonstrate the same quality 
of performance as what we hear 
on the car radio or through our 
Mp3 ear buds. Anything less can 
sound clunky, tacky, even em-
barrassing.

What’s more, there are few 
places in contemporary Western 
culture where people learn to 

sing together. Maybe at a Christ-
mas event? Or in the seventh-in-
ning stretch at Wrigley Field?

Church leaders underes-
timate how deliberately they 
must push against these cultural 
trends to get their church sing-
ing; to teach them that the un-
trained but united voices of the 
congregation make a far better 
sound than the Tonight Show 
Band; to teach them that singing 
loudly in the presence of other 
people is not awkward; to teach 
them that all our emotions don’t 
have to be individually spon-
taneous to be worthy, but that 
there is place to guide and con-
form our individual emotions to 
the group’s activity.

If church leaders want con-
gregations that will really “speak 
to one another in psalms, hymns, 
and spiritual songs” (Eph. 5:19), 
they will have to work at it. They 
will have to try things that might 
seem strange or unnatural for 
people who are accustomed to 
sitting quietly and watching the 
performance on stage. Here are 
a few tips, many of which, no 

doubt, fall into the realm of pru-
dence.

1. Teach the congregation the 
importance of worshipping 
God in song. Just as Chris-
tians must be taught the im-
portance of prayer and other 
spiritual disciplines, so they 
must learn from Scripture 
how God intends for them to 
sing. When the Word of God 
dwells in us richly, singing is 
the natural result (see Col. 
3:16). If God sings over us 
in happy song (Zeph. 3:17), 
we who reflect our Creator 
should sing in return.

2. Encourage thoughtful, pur-
poseful singing through 
private and public prayer. 
How easy it is to honor God 
with our lips while our hearts 
are far from him (Is. 29:13; 
Matt. 15:8)! So pray privately 
and publicly against thought-
less and hypocritical singing.

3. Make sure the congregation 
knows why they are sing-

Jonathan 
Leeman

David 
Leeman

My Congregation 
Barely Sings; How 
Can I Help?
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ing the chosen song. If it’s a 
prayer, briefly remind them. 
If it’s a song of commitment, 
point that out. If it reflects 
the preached message from 
God’s Word, make that clear. 
Songs that are chosen just be-
cause they are favorite song 
of the song-chooser are often 
not well-sung. Although con-
gregations are generally com-
pliant enough to sing whatev-
er song is suggested, they will 
sing it more enthusiastically 
if they know why they are 
singing that particular song. 
Help them to care about sing-
ing “in spirit and in  truth.”

4. Choose “congregational” 
rather than “performance” 
songs. Here is a general (not 
absolute) principle: the more 
a song depends on the mu-
sical accompaniment and 
cannot be sung by a couple 
of children in the car on the 
way home, the more per-
formance-oriented and less 
congregational it probably is. 
Congregational songs tend to 
have singable and memora-
ble melodies. Just because a 
Christian artist has created 
something wonderful does 
not mean it is appropriate for 
the congregation. The melo-
dy may not be very melodic. 
It may be too high, too low, or 
wide of range. It may be too 
rhythmic, perhaps syncopat-
ed in a way that’s difficult for 
untrained singers. It may be 
too complex through bridges,  
tags, or multiple keys. Such 

music might sound wonder-
ful with the recorded accom-
paniment. Maybe the praise 
band can perform it just fine. 
But the more a congregation 
needs the musicians up front 
to get through a song, the 
more you can expect them 
to mouth the words while 
watching the band do its  
thing.

5. Please, oh please, turn up 
the lights. Keeping stage 
lights bright while dimming 
lights among the people turns 
the people into an “audience” 
and everyone on stage into 
performers. It makes the 
whole event mimic the mov-
ie theater or the concert hall. 
Keeping the entire room lit 
up, however, suggests that ev-
eryone is called to participate 
in the “performance” before 
an “audience” of one—God.

6. Please, oh please, turn down 
the musical accompani-
ment. You don’t want your 
electric guitars or your organ, 
your drums or your micro-
phoned choir, to drown out 
the sound of the congregation 
singing. We might even say 
the loudest sound in a room 
should be the congregation. 
Lead singers might sing loud-
ly on the first verse of a song, 
but then pull back a touch 
on subsequent verses. Good 
accompaniment accompa-
nies. Facilitates. Encourages. 
It does not attract or over-
whelm. If a small group or 

choir is leading, they should 
be an aural microcosm of the 
congregation. Let their vol-
ume be natural and without 
too much amplification. If 
they have prepared the hymn 
in rehearsal they will “lead” 
by their  sound.

7. Consider the dangers of per-
formance rehearsals, “ex-
cellent” music, and heavy 
instrumentation. There is 
a place for musical rehears-
al. But why are you rehears-
ing? To what end? Musical 
rehearsals often involve the 
insertion of creative elements 
that make for good perfor-
mances, but not for congre-
gational singing. Musicians 
and singers should use any 
rehearsal time to ask them-
selves how to best facilitate 
congregational singing, not 
be impressive. The common 
focus on “excellence” and 
“quality” can, ironically, dis-
tract musicians from seek-
ing to serve the congregation 
because “excellence” is un-
thinkingly defined in terms 
of performance. What would 
it instead mean to aim to fa-
cilitate excellently, not to per-
form excellently. By the same 
token, elaborate instrumen-
tation can sometimes squelch 
congregational singing. Mere 
and acoustic instrumentation 
tends to help singing.

8. Look for a balance between 
new songs and old songs. 
On the one hand, people sing 
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well when singing an old and 
beloved song. On the other 
hand, old songs can wear out, 
which can lead to thoughtless 
singing. On the one hand, 
songs that are new to a con-
gregation (whether recently 
composed or not) are harder 
to sing. On the other hand, a 
congregation’s musical reper-
toire should grow as the con-
gregation grows in maturity 
and depth. Congregations, 
like people, go through dif-
ferent seasons, and new songs 
help it to grow through those 
seasons. All these hands 
mean that helping people to 
sing well involves both new 
and old songs, and figur-
ing out the balance for your 
church. Never be closed to 
learning new songs, whether 
they are newly composed or 
old songs that are new to you. 
And teach those new songs 
more than once.

9. Use songs that represent a 
broad range of human ex-
perience and emotion. If all 
a church’s music is exultant 
and gladsome, much of your 
church’s singing will be in-
authentic and affected. How 
true to life are they lyrics of 
“I Hear the Words of Love”: 
“My love is ofttimes low, / My 
joy still ebbs and flows, / But 
peace with Him remains the 
same, / No change my Savior 
knows.” Or that frank ad-
mission from “Come Thou 
Fount”: “Prone to wander, 
Lord, I feel it, / Prone to leave 

the God I love…” A church’s 
hymnody, like the Psalter, 
should have words for happy 
Christians, sad Christians, 
tempted Christians, and all 
the in-between Christians. 
Along these lines, a congre-
gation is served by having a 
repertoire of 300 songs rather 
than 30. Life is complex and 
diverse. So should our wor-
ship be.

10. Vary the way a song is sung. 
Just as a preacher might 
speak the same words with 
a different tone between one 
Sunday and the next, adjust-
ing for the mood of the day 
or the sermonic context in 
which the words are spoken, 
so a song might be led differ-
ently at different times. The 
dynamics of the accompani-
ment might vary. Maybe the 
volume  rises; maybe it falls. 
Maybe that third stanza is 
sung quietly, maybe vigor-
ously. Maybe a key change, 
maybe not. Maybe a cappella, 
maybe not. Certainly the text 
of a song should shape the 
mood of the accompaniment, 
but so can the mood of the 
church’s life, or the place it 
occurs in the church service.

11. Where possible, arrange 
chairs or pews with some 
facing each other and not 
just the stage. Singing is a 
“team” effort, and often the 
only part of the worship that 
is a visible expression of to-
getherness. This is one way to 

remember the fact that Paul 
says to “speak to one another 
in psalms, hymns, and spiri-
tual songs” (Eph. 5:19). There 
is nothing wrong with closing 
one’s eyes when singing, to be 
sure, but the picture painted 
by Paul sounds like people 
are looking at one another! 
Church is not the place for a 
turbo-charged quiet time.

12. Consider the room’s acous-
tics. Bad acoustics hurt con-
gregational singing probably 
more than you realize. Are 
the floors entirely carpeted? 
Limit carpet to the aisles. 
Are there acoustic tiles on 
the ceiling? Remove them 
and replace with solid plaster. 
Heavy curtains? Take them 
down. Fully padded pews? 
Any chance of removing all 
padding except the seat? If 
your worship space is unusu-
al in any way and needs help, 
maybe hire a professional ac-
oustician to consult for what 
you can do to improve the 
reverberation time and limit 
unpleasant echoes.

Warning: acousticians will al-
ways assume you want “to im-
prove the acoustics” in terms 
of what is projected from the 
platform. Many ask for an au-
ditorium with “dead” acous-
tics in the audience so that 
coughing and extraneous 
noise is  not heard during a 
concert. But you must inform 
them that you want improved 
congregational singing. Wor-
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ship is not a concert, and 
the congregation is not an 
audience. Let them be heard 
through live acoustics. Why 
do people like to sing in the 
shower? Because the acous-
tics amplify our sound.

13. Perhaps place musicians 
and singers to the side for 
a season. Every room and 
congregational culture is dif-
ferent. Placing musicians and 
singers to the side might in 
some circumstances hinder 
congregational singing be-
cause the congregation needs 
stronger leadership. But if 
your congregation has fallen 
into a performance culture 
and orientation, where feasi-
ble, considering placing song 
leaders to the side. There was 
a good reasons some older 
churches placed  their choirs 
in the balcony--so that they 
would be heard and not seen. 
When the song leader’s stage 
presence yields a perfor-
mance culture, God is less 
seen and heard.

14. Model enthusiastic singing. 
Whether the elders, staff, and 
deacons are sitting on a plat-
form or in the congregation, 
they should model enthusi-
astic and appropriately-loud 
singing. Off-key singing is 
better than no singing. The 
pastor who is still looking 
over sermon notes during the 
singing is saying by example, 
“Singing in our worship is not 
that important!”  In a culture 

that sometimes equates mas-
culinity with the stoicism of 
a Clint Eastwood-like char-
acter, modeling enthusiastic 
singing is especially import-
ant for male leadership.

15. Print the music, pick songs 
with good parts, and look 
for other ways to promote 
musical literacy. Musical lit-
eracy is not what it used to be, 
thanks to declining music ed-
ucation in schools. But even 
if ten percent of the church 
sings the parts, everyone’s 
singing will be invigorated. 
People talk about the advan-
tages of “looking up,” which 
reading an overhead screen 
requires. But why then is it 
that all the churches looking 
at screens don’t seem to sing 
as well as an older generation 
of churches staring down at 
their hymnals? Perhaps it’s 
time for churches to think 
about hymnals again, or at 
least to start printing music 
in their bulletins. Pick music 
with good parts, and make 
sure any choir or song leaders 
sing the parts.

16. Hold a singing class. Fol-
lowing the example of the 
composer of “When I Survey 
the Wondrous Cross,” Lowell 
Mason, who created “Sing-
ing Schools” in the church, 
Justin Leighty, a member of 
Third Avenue Baptist Church 
in Louisville, offers his own 
church a monthly hymn sing-
ing class. They meet the first 

Sunday of every month for 45 
minutes before the evening 
service. Attendees are grouped 
by their parts like a choir, and 
they practice music basics: 
“This is a quarter note; this 
is a whole note. Here’s where 
the tenor line is: when it goes 
down, you go down, when it 
goes up, you go up...etc.”

17. Occasionally sing a cappella 
(unaccompanied). Maybe the 
third verse; maybe the fourth. 
Or maybe even a whole song, 
with a piano or guitar starting 
the piece and then bridging 
transitions. And don’t waste 
you’re a cappella singing on 
melody-only songs; sing it 
when there are parts that 
are good and well known. 
A cappella singing helps the 
congregation to hear them-
selves and rely solely on their 
combined voices to sing at a 
volume that says they believe 
what they are singing! Slow 
the tempo down a bit and free 
the congregation to engage 
every part of their body, soul, 
and spirit in the song.

18. Regularly remind the con-
gregation that they are the 
primary instrument in 
corporate worship. If they 
don’t sing with gusto, mu-
sical worship won’t happen. 
That doesn’t mean acting like 
a cheerleader at a pep-ral-
ly: “Okay, let’s really sing…I 
want to hear you…I know 
you can sing louder!” Such 
leadership detracts from the 
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seriousness of the music, and 
doesn’t treat their singing as a 
genuine spiritual expression 
of love, thanksgiving, and 
praise. Ultimately, congrega-

tional singing should be as 
natural as words of awe before 
an unusual sunset, or words 
of mourning with a hurting 
friend. Still, congregations 

must be taught that it is their 
responsibility to sing, and to 
teach one another through 
song. They must be taught to 
gather expecting to sing.

EDITOR’S NOTE
Mark Dever and Matt Merker contributed to this article.
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How interested would 
you be if archaeologists 
unearthed a hymnbook 

embossed with the name, “Jes-
us of Nazareth?” Overlooking 
the anachronism for a moment, 
wouldn’t “Jesus’ hymnbook” be 
immediately republished  and 
rocket to the best-seller lists? 
Wouldn’t those songs find in-
stantaneous popularity in wor-
ship services across the globe? 
We have that hymnbook. We do 
know what songs Jesus sang: he 
sang the psalms.

So a question arises: if you’d 
be excited about singing the 
hymns from our fictional ar-
chaeological find, then why 
aren’t you more excited about 
singing the psalms? Two events 
in my life significantly nudged 
me into answering that question.

The first event was a dumb-
founded stare in the seminary 
bookstore when I was a first year 
M.Div. student. I stood looking 
at the required reading for New 
Testament Greek and saw the 
Trinity Psalter as a required pur-
chase. Why was I being asked to 

purchase an Old Testament book 
in English for a New Testament 
Greek course? It turns out my 
professor had a habit of begin-
ning each class by requiring his 
students to sing a psalm togeth-
er. So I become a psalm singer by 
requisite.

The second event happened 
in the Peruvian mountains. I led 
a group of students on a short-
term mission trip. Our task was 
to dig a ditch around a church 
under construction. Our Peruvi-
an host was a minister in the Pe-
ruvian Presbyterian Church and 
they mainly sang psalms.

We had a long conversation 
about why this was their prac-
tice, but one reason stood out 
to me. He was fighting heresy in 
the churches he pastored. False 
teaching slipped into his church-
es through folk songs adjusted 
for worship. Psalm singing was 
his attempt to guard his people 
from heresy sung to a familiar 
tune. Psalms served that grow-
ing community of churches as 
a biblical bulwark against en-
croaching syncretism. Reflecting 

on that conversation, I realized 
that I had become a psalm singer 
through missions.

You don’t have to be a sem-
inary student or a missionary 
to Peru to step into the world of 
psalm singing. You only need 
to do two things. First, consid-
er the benefits that God attach-
es to worship in psalm. Second, 
decide practically how you will 
begin singing the psalms.

SIX BENEFITS OF PSALM 
SINGING
Here then are six benefits of con-
gregational psalm singing.

1. When you sing psalms 
you literally sing the  Bible.

Good hymns are theologi-
cally deep, artistically sound, 
and biblical in content, but 
they are not the actual words 
of Scripture. However, when we 
sing the psalms we are actual-
ly singing the Bible. The poetic 
structure, themes, and content 
of the psalms are the inspired 
Word of God for his church in 
every age.

Joe Holland

Rediscovering  
Jesus’ Hymnbook
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2. When you sing the psalms 
you interact with a wealth of 
theology.

Martin Luther said of the 
Psalter, “It might well be entitled 
a Little Bible, wherein everything 
contained in the entire Bible is 
beautifully and briefly compre-
hended.” The 150 psalms cover 
the waterfront of theology. Psalm 
singing is theological study.

3. When you sing the psalms 
you are memorizing Scripture.

An important part of Chris-
tian maturity is the ability to re-
call passages of Scripture at need. 
Educational circles have long 
recognized how music aids mem-
orization. This is no accident; it 
reflects the providential hand of 
our Creator God. He wants you to 
memorize his Word and has pro-
vided a mnemonic for easy mem-
ory—the Psalter as Scripture that 
was,  and should be, set to music.

4. When you sing the psalms 
you guard against  heresy.

Andrew Fletcher said, “Let 
me write a country’s songs, and I 
care not who writes its laws.” He 
was onto something. Songs drive 
information deep into our hearts. 
However, this power can be used 
for ill means. As long as the church 
has existed, songs have been used 
to inculcate heresy. Psalms are 
counter-heresy measures.

5. When you sing the psalms 
you sing with the full range of 
human emotion.

Godly anger, heart-wrench-
ing sorrow, dark depression, ef-

fulgent joy, honest questioning, 
and exuberant praise are just 
a sampling of the emotional 
range covered by the psalms. 
Most churches sense the bur-
den of teaching their people 
how  to think. Very few consid-
er their responsibility to teach 
their people how to feel. The 
psalms serve as the tutors of 
our affections.

6. When you sing the psalms 
you praise the person and work 
of Jesus Christ.

One of the most misin-
formed statements a Christian 
can make against psalm singing 
is, “I don’t sing psalms because 
they aren’t about Jesus.” When 
the earliest Christians want-
ed to sing about Jesus’ atoning 
death and glorious resurrection 
they turned to the psalms. A lit-
tle stroll through the cross-ref-
erences in the New Testament 
should be enough to convince 
even the staunchest critic that 
to sing the psalms is to sing of 
the person and work of  Christ.

FOUR STEPS TO BEGIN 
SINGING PSALMS
If these benefits have piqued 
your interest, then these four 
steps should help you begin sin-
ging the psalms.

1. Find a Psalter you can sing.
Notice I didn’t simply say, 

“Find a Psalter.” The best Psalter 
is the one you actually sing. Dif-
ferent Psalters are suited to dif-
ferent musical abilities. Some set 
each psalm to a particular tune 

while others simply provide the 
suggested meter, allowing you to 
choose the tune.

Here are a few options:

• The Trinity Psalter (Crown and 
Covenant) provides a single 
suggested tune for each psalm 
and breaks long psalms up 
into suggested portions.

• The Book of Psalms for Sing-
ing or The Book of Psalms for 
Worship (Crown and Cov-
enant) also suggests tunes 
for each psalm but provides 
multiple settings and small-
er portions for each psalm 
taken from different historic 
Psalters.

• The psalter I use most is The 
Psalms of David in Metre 
(Trinitarian Bible Society) de-
veloped from the 1650 Scot-
tish Psalter. It provides each 
psalm in the common meter. 
While lacking in musical so-
phistication, this version is 
immediately singable if you 
know a handful of common 
meter tunes like “Crimond” 
or “Amazing  Grace.”

2. Know your Bible.
Devote special study to the 

background of the psalms. De-
vote some public teaching and 
preaching to the psalms. Pur-
chase a Bible with cross-refer-
ences and note where psalms are 
quoted in the New Testament.

Let me also add the sugges-
tion that you read a good book on 
redemptive history, like Vaughn 
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Roberts’ God’s Big Picture or T.D. 
Alexander’s From Eden to the 
New Jerusalem. A good founda-
tion in the Bible’s overarching 
plan of redemption and how it 
culminates in Jesus Christ is es-
sential to singing the psalms well.

3. To sing the psalms well 
you must understand how the 
psalms direct us to the person 
and work of Jesus Christ.

Many psalms are directly 
fulfilled in the life and min-

istry of Jesus. The authors of 
the New Testament regular-
ly draw on the psalms to de-
scribe what was accomplished 
on the cross. The beauty of the 
psalms is magnified as they 
are placed in the setting of 
God’s redemptive work in Je-
sus Christ.

4. The fourth thing you and 
your congregation will need 
is the willingness to try some-
thing new.

Psalm singing can be diffi-
cult for someone who has nev-
er been exposed to it. Psalm 
singing can be downright 
alien for someone who has 
only known modern praise 
songs. But the potential bene-
fits are immense. It is not easy 
work but it is good work. It is 
not quick work but it provides 
long-term, lasting joys. And 
the question really is, “Why 
wouldn’t you want  to sing the 
psalms?”
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EDITOR’S NOTE: 
We asked Harold Best and Ken 
Myers the same three questions:

• Can God employ any musical 
form for redemptive purposes?

• Even if God can employ any 
musical form redemptively, 
are some musical forms spir-
itually or morally “better” 
than others?

• Are some musical forms 
“better” for the sake of the 
gathered church?

Best’s answers are in the article 
to follow. Myers answers the ques-
tions not specifically but broadly:

*****

In a letter written in 1955, 
Flannery O’Connor remar-
ked, “If you live today you 

breathe in nihilism….It’s the gas 
you breathe.” She went on to ob-
serve that she would have been 
perfectly content in this condi-
tion “if I hadn’t had the  Church 
to fight it with or to tell me the 
necessity of fighting  it.”

Almost sixty years later, the 
cultural atmosphere in which we 
live suffers from a much more in-
tense state of toxicity. But many 
church leaders have not grown 
in the wisdom necessary for rec-
ognizing the forms our nihilism 
takes. Their churches are neither 
reliable allies in the fight against 
nihilism nor trustworthy tutors 
concerning the need for combat.

One sign of their failure is the 
widespread assumption—evident 
in worship practices and the de-
fense thereof—that musical forms 
are neutral and meaningless. In-
sisting that music is inherently 
meaningless, that all meaning in 
music is arbitrarily assigned, that 
only the words in songs provide 
meaning, and that true words 
can be suitably attached to any 
musical expression, is very close 
to saying that the universe itself 
is meaningless. Defenders of such 
claims are unwitting allies of ni-
hilism, not its adversaries.

Postmodern nihilism is not 
conveyed so much by proposi-
tional claims that address the 
reason as by cultural forms that 
shape the imagination. Theolog-

ically conservative Christians 
adept at defending propositional 
truths often neglect the task of 
learning to discern non-proposi-
tional meaning. Paul’s command 
that we avoid cultural conformi-
ty and seek transformation by 
the renewing of our minds is not 
limited to honing the logical pro-
cesses of deduction. It involves a 
more ancient understanding of 
the working of the mind, which 
included training the imagina-
tion and intuition as organs of 
meaning, linked to the powers of 
perception through the senses.

In that pre-Enlightenment 
understanding of the mind, mu-
sic—ordered form aurally per-
ceived—was understood to be 
meaningful because Creation was 
ordered by the Logos. In singing 
or hearing an ascending melody, 
for example, one was experienc-
ing something of the nature of as-
cent. Ascending and descending 
are realities known in space and 
time that somatically represent 
realities beyond space and time. 
Heights and depths physically 
experienced—climbing moun-
tains or falling into pits—are 
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meaningful before one rationally 
analyzes the meaning. All of the 
vertical metaphors in Scripture—
for example, setting our minds 
on things that are above (Col. 
3:2), esteeming those over us in 
the Lord highly (1 Thess. 5:12), 
the ascent of incense, hands, and 
prayers (Ps. 141:2), and so on—
rely on the experienced knowl-
edge of ascending and descend-
ing. Such knowledge is expressed 
and experienced in artistic forms 
seen and heard as well as in more 
active, tactile activities.

Much musical meaning—like 
much verbal meaning—is met-
aphoric. In Psalm 19, the desir-
ability of God’s precepts is com-
pared to gold and their sweetness 
to honey. We know what that 
means because we have seen and 
touched gold and tasted honey. 
The meaning of those sensory 
encounters—a meaning we knew 
before we reasoned about it— 
provides the basis for the mean-
ing of the propositional claims 
of the psalmist. The meaning of 
gold or honey is ineffable, but it is 
not imaginary or capricious. God 
created gold and bees to grant us 
access to a form of knowledge 
that goes beyond words, but on 
which words depend.

God similarly created us and 
the world we live in so that the 
sound caused by vibrations is per-
ceived as having metaphoric (usu-
ally spatial or tactile) qualities. We 

speak of people with a smooth or 
a raspy voice, or we refer to the 
sound of some instruments as 
mellow and others as harsh. Some 
harmonies are perceived as close or 
tight, some melodic lines as open 
or airy. We have also been creat-
ed with a musical sense, a capacity 
for expression and experience of 
metamorphic meaning through 
melody, harmony, rhythm, sound 
texture, and musical form.

The forms of musical expres-
sion in any given culture often 
reflect the reigning assumptions 
in that culture about reality gen-
erally and the human condition 
specifically. Musical genres of 
the sixteenth century, for exam-
ple, are more adept at conveying 
complex and mysterious realities. 
Jacob Handl’s Nativity anthem, 
“Mirabile mysterium,” proclaims: 
“A wondrous mystery is declared 
today, an innovation is made upon 
nature; God is made man; that 
which he was, he remains, and 
that which he was not, he takes on, 
suffering neither commixture nor 
division.” The musical vocabulary 
available to Handl provided tools 
to express these intricate ideas be-
cause the cultural milieu of that 
time was sympathetic to and in 
many ways still guided by those 
mysteries. It’s hard to imagine this 
text or the realities it represents 
being set to a polka or a march.

Since aesthetic forms—in 
“high” and popular culture—are 

often expressions of the Zeitgeist, 
Christians living in  confused or 
rebellious cultures should nev-
er assume that they can obtain 
reliable materials for worship or 
discipleship  off the shelf. As Cal-
vin Stapert has observed, “Chris-
tians today live in a society whose 
musical thought…[has] largely 
bought into the ideas and practic-
es that came out of the Enlighten-
ment and Romanticism.” Today, 
the mistakes of the Enlighten-
ment and Romanticism—mis-
takes rooted in a defiant rejection 
of a Christian understanding of 
reality — have decomposed into 
the nihilism Flannery O’Con-
nor sniffed out three generations 
ago. And our musical culture re-
flects this, not uniformly, to be 
sure, but more emphatically than 
many Christians recognize.

Can God use musical forms 
that evolved to express autono-
my and defiance for “redemptive 
purposes”? Of course, but that is 
to say something about God, not 
about our responsibility to be-
have wisely. I believe God could 
use someone’s steady diet of fatty 
and sugary foods to improve car-
diac health, or that he could use 
the cultivation of aggression and 
vengeance to promote a spirit of 
gentle humility. But should we 
give our children stones when 
they ask for bread, insisting that 
God perform a work of transub-
stantiation at every meal?
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EDITOR’S NOTE: 
We asked Harold Best and Ken 
Myers the same three questions:

• Can God employ any musical 
form for redemptive purposes?

• Even if God can employ any 
musical form redemptively, 
are some musical forms spir-
itually or morally “better” 
than others?

• Are some musical forms 
“better” for the sake of the 
gathered church?

Myers’ answers are in the 
preceding article. Best’s answers 
are below.

*****

My answers to these 
questions derive from 
principle, not the mu-

sic I love, like, tolerate, or loathe.

CAN GOD EMPLOY ANY 
MUSICAL FORM?
Can God employ any musical 
form for redemptive purpo-
ses? Yes he can, but note the fo-

llowing: First, there are possible 
implications in the question that 
need clarification.

(1) The question seems to 
imply that some forms might 
be more useful to God than 
others based on assumed aes-
thetic or moral qualities. But 
this cannot be allowed, for 
two reasons. First, God doesn’t 
judge music; he judges peo-
ple for the reasons they make 
and use it. Second, christian-
ized choices about acceptable 
music have never been stable: 
one generation’s trash becomes 
another’s treasure. Examples 
of this are too many to count. 
Meanwhile, in Luther’s words, 
the gospel runs its course. But 
this does not mean that there 
should be no debate. Rather, 
the nature of the debate needs 
changing from philosophized 
theology to biblical theology.

(2) The question seems to 
imply that God might have to 
work harder with music x than 
music y because x is unfamil-
iar, overly complex, or overly 
simplistic, while y meets all 

“relevance” criteria. But this is 
f lawed: God needs no outside 
leverage in doing his work. If 
he did, he surrenders his om-
nipotence.

Second, viewing the above 
from another angle, forms 
or genres are no more unre-
deemed or redeemed than a 
mountain sunset or a computer 
or a jazz tune. Who does God 
redeem? It’s humanity, unique-
ly imago Dei, the only save-able 
or lose-able entity in the cre-
ation. Because of the resurrect-
ed Christ, the redeemed are the 
only ones who by faith and in 
hope are already participants 
in the new creation.

The template is clear: God 
saves people, and uses creat-
ed things in whatever way he 
pleases. It is in this sense that 
the rest of creation, dumb to 
redemption itself—camels and 
cathedrals can’t be saved—
awaits re-creation. Artifacts— 
sunsets, computers, jazz 
tunes—remain themselves and 
are no-things outside of them-
selves. In all of their self-en-
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closed meaningfulness, they 
simply function as themselves, 
contingently pointing away 
from themselves to the One, 
the Truth, who alone redeems.

There are important princi-
ples at work here. The Creator is 
not the creation. The alternative 
is pantheism. Further, the cre-
ation could not make itself, but 
had to be made. And by being 
made, it is both less than, and 
under submission to,   the sov-
ereignty of the Maker. Let’s take 
this one step further. According 
to Scripture, God granted hu-
mankind extraordinary sover-
eignty over what He made, and 
by extension, over what it makes. 
Music does not make itself. We 
bring it into being, and it is nei-
ther one with us (we are not the 
music) nor empowered over us. 
If we allow this order to be re-
versed, the result is inevitable: 
We become shaped by what we 
have shaped and by allowing 
this, have turned to idolatry. But 
if music is in submission to us 
and not the reverse, we offer it 
freely as an act of worship—no 
more and no less—and are thus 
delivered from depending on it 
as a cause of worship. Even when 
we talk about music being an 
aid  to, or tool for, worship, we 
are flirting with sovereignty-re-
versal, especially in this culture 
of narcissism and power mon-
gering. Furthermore, if I look 
to music as an aid, and end up 
in a worship service where the 
music is stylistically upsetting 
or even offensive, does it then 
become an aid to non-worship? 

Not as long as I understand that 
the Holy Spirit  is the sovereign 
Aid to worship, who can neutral-
ize any temporary circumstance. 
Likewise, if I find myself in a 
musical setting that is rhapsod-
ically wonderful, I must remem-
ber that the beauty of the music 
cannot approach the glory and 
wonder of Almighty God.

Third, the term “musical 
form” is benignly abstract. Take 
the following  constructs:

• blah-62-blah;

• the nation’s Capitol Building;

• %+%;

• minuet-trio-minuet.

They are all in the same 
ABA (ternary) form but each is 
essentially different and differ-
ently shaped.

To live in a world of “forms” is 
to live in a world of essentialized 
dis-reality. By contrast, to live 
in a universe of nearly infinite 
shapes, each one real in itself, is 
quintessentially biblical. A pine 
tree is not a manifestation of an 
idealized pine tree, for there is 
no such thing “out there.”

God’s way is this way: each 
pine tree is an individualized 
completeness, good-in-itself. 
And while all pine trees are 
God’s personal handiwork, one 
pine tree can be more beauti-
ful or crooked or symmetrical 
than another one. Meanwhile 
the Creator declares each one 
“good.” Further, a pine tree 

cannot be ultimately said to 
be more beautiful than a red-
winged blackbird, even though 
one blackbird can be more 
beautiful than another.

At the musical level, the beau-
ty of a jazz improvisation cannot 
be said to better a Renaissance 
motet, even though one jazz 
improvisation (or motet) can 
be deemed better than another. 
And if we want to insert the con-
cept of taste into these examples, 
taste is the arbitrary exercise of 
deciding-among. Meanwhile, 
intrinsic worth is a given while 
quality varies.

ARE SOME MUSICAL 
FORMS “BETTER” THAN 
OTHERS?
Even if God can employ any 
musical form redemptively, are 
some musical forms spiritually 
or morally “better” than others?

The quick answer is “no”, but 
the question deserves further 
consideration. I have no idea 
what “better” means except in  
a relative sense: x can be better 
than y even though x is never 
perfect. To complicate things, we 
often cross wires by using “bet-
ter” in a moral sense, thus con-
fusing taste and purity.

The Scherzo in Beethoven’s 
Ninth Symphony is in simple 
ternary form, as are a thousand 
third-movement works in as 
many classical compositions. 
The Beethoven is better by far, 
but is it better than the second 
movement of Brahms’ German 
Requiem, also in ternary form? 
Who’s to say? I can’t.
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However, I can say this: the 
most mediocre ternary form 
imaginable among those thou-
sand compositions has intrin-
sic goodness and can be as 
spiritual as any choosing heart 
might say. Quality is a matter 
of taste, which, even among the 
most practiced connoisseurs, 
is straightforwardly arguable. 
And I disagree with those who 
bring taste—as important as  it 
is in its comparative domain—
into matters of spirituality. 
For who among them is expert 
enough to test the subtle nuanc-
es of sheer goodness without 
dipping into extremist compar-
atives: “good taste/bad taste”; 
“art/non-art”; “morally good/
morally bad”?

God nowhere defines spiritu-
al music, but he is unequivocal 
about what a spiritual person 
inwardly is, irrespective of the 
“betterness” of a cultural arti-
fact. St. Paul, in talking about 
“spiritual songs,” certainly 
meant text types before musi-
cal types. Otherwise, the terms 
“psalms” and “hymns” would 
imply  “other-than-spiritual.”

Furthermore, if we were 
to speak of something being 
of better moral quality, we’re 
fudging, because there are no 
gradations in true morality. 
“Fudging” on tax returns is 
no less immoral than lust for a 
new Camaro or bed-mate. Sin 
is sin, both for believers and 
non-believers. But spirituality 
is a condition within which in-
creasing christlikeness deepens 
and cleanses us but in no way 

lessens the exceeding sinful-
ness of sin or guarantees sin-
less perfection.

In short, any construct that 
even suggests an equation be-
tween Truth (absolute) and 
beauty (variable) walks into a 
theological morass.

ARE SOME FORMS 
“BETTER” FOR CHURCH?
Finally, are some musical forms 
“better” for the sake of the gathe-
red church?

“Better” is the wrong word. 
“Appropriate” is better. “Better,” 
as already explained, is relative, 
whereas “appropriate” in the bib-
lical sense comes as the result of 
searching among things that are 
relative to each other.

Deciding among relativities 
is called discernment. The deci-
sion becomes absolute because 
it derives out of a solemn com-
mitment made to the Lord. But 
this does not mean that the ar-
tifacts are absolutized. Nor does 
it mean that, as contexts change 
the artifacts can’t change as 
God leads. For instance, I 
would be playing fast and loose 
with a commandment if I were 
to ask God for discernment as 
to whether I drink myself to 
drunkenness. But I can pray for 
discernment as to why and how 
much I drink and with whom 
I choose to drink, especially if 
he or she is weaker, in which 
case, by discernment I abstain 
from what I know to be good. 
By the same token, the leader-
ship in any local assembly is 
free to assume that all available 

musical options are on the ta-
ble until, by prayerful discern-
ment, a local template is cut 
that accords with what is best 
for that particular community, 
not in terms of “how to grow a 
church” or “how to get  people 
to worship” but what informed 
wisdom  demands.

If there are problems with 
music and the church in today’s 
culture, it’s not about the latest, 
newest, strangest, most secular-
ized music, or picking on this or 
that style in the name of sanc-
tified otherness. It’s about the 
egregious errors that are regu-
larly anointed by pastors and so-
called worship leaders and eccle-
siastical analysts.

These errors revolve around 
giving music—any music in any 
worship context—far more com-
partmentalized attention than 
even the best of it deserves. This 
is where we, not culture, have be-
come paganized, in mirroring a 
post- Romanticist, culture-wide 
addiction to music. We’re 
talking idolatry, but not just 
the kind where music is reput-
ed to have the power to change 
lives—this alone is refutable—
but where music, any music, any 
style, anywhere, becomes indis-
pensable to doing anything and 
everything, including so-called 
Christian worship. Far too often, 
music means worship and wor-
ship means music. This is a bla-
tant hook-up between things of 
the spirit and mere handiwork. 
And this hook-up takes us down 
the road to idolatrous pantheism 
sprinkled with holy  water.
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In short, if we were to stop 
our speculations about ideal 
forms, moral content, and good 
taste (as if we from our West-
ern, post-Enlightenment duck 

blind had the only bead on 
them); if we were to get back to 
the simple wonder of the sheer 
fact of music, offered temper-
ately, humbly, imaginatively, 

servingly, discerningly and in 
complete surrender to the sov-
ereign Word of God, the con-
versation would be radically 
different.
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Whatever happened 
to headphones? Or 
even earbuds, their 

scrawny successors?
Since the advent of the iPhone, 

it seems to me that more and more 
people project their music into the 
air around them instead of into 
their ears. I see this—hear it, rath-
er—everywhere: the gym, the air-
port, the reservoir I walk around 
near my home. I’m constantly 
bursting into other people’s per-
sonal Beyoncé or Bieber bubbles.

I could talk about how tech-
nologies like tiny speakers only 
reveal the self-absorption already 
present in the heart, but I won’t. 
Instead, there’s a parable here 
I want to probe, a parable that 
portrays the difference between 
how we tend to listen to music 
individually and how we should 
approach music in church.

STYLIZED SOUNTRACKS
These projected musical spheres 
picture the fact that for many 
people today, music serves as a 
kind of stylized soundtrack to 
our lives.

Why do you listen to the mu-
sic you listen to? The reasons are 
likely layered and sometimes 
subconscious. On some level, 
most people’s aesthetic judg-
ments are intuitive: you like 
what you like. But musical pref-
erences are also influenced by 
where you grew up, what your 
parents listened to, what your 
parents forbid you to listen to, 
and—especially—what your 
friends listen to. And preferences 
can shift over time in large and 
small ways.

What you listen to also de-
pends on the mood you’re in 
and the mood you want to set. 
If you’re depressed, melancholy 
music can feel cathartic. If you’re 
exercising, you want to get your 
blood pumping. If you’re work-
ing or studying, you probably 
want music that will tune out 
distractions without turning 
into a  distraction.

And what you listen to de-
pends on present company. 
Hence the eternal struggle, in 
some families, for control of the 
car radio.

What’s the big picture here? 
In the late modern West, and in-
creasingly throughout the world, 
music functions for many like a 
movie score writ small. It signals 
the cultural niche of the charac-
ters, sets the mood, and enhanc-
es the action.

That music works like this 
is more or less a fact of life to-
day, but it’s not a fact of nature. 
Customized music consump-
tion is possible only because of 
the technology and commer-
cial structures that enable it. To 
paint in broad strokes, prior to  
the advent of mass media most 
people’s experience of music was 
just like all their neighbors’: they 
heard and sang the songs of their 
people. People used to hum folk 
songs, the common property of 
generations, while they plowed 
the fields and baked the bread. 
By contrast, the cornucopia of 
choice that characterizes today’s 
music consumption is a feature 
of advanced capitalism.

That doesn’t make it wrong. 
But it does mean we should look 
out for instincts programmed 
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by the habit of customized con-
sumption that might need to be 
deprogrammed when we step 
into church on Sunday  morning.

SUNDAY MORNING
Why? Because music in church 
is doing something very diffe-
rent from what it’s doing on our 
iPhones.

In Colossians 3:16 Paul 
writes, “Let the word of Christ 
dwell in you richly, teaching 
and admonishing one another 
in all wisdom, singing psalms 
and hymns and spiritual songs, 
with thankfulness in your hearts 
to God.” The parallel passage in 
Ephesians 5:18–19 exhorts us not 
to get drunk, but instead to “be 
filled with the Spirit, address-
ing one another in psalms and 
hymns and spiritual songs, sing-
ing and making melody to the 
Lord with all your heart.”

In these passages Paul ad-
dresses the whole congrega-
tion. He commands the whole 
church to sing, just as God fre-
quently commands his people 
to sing to him throughout the 
Old Testament (e.g., Psalm 9:11, 
30:4, 33:3, 47:6).

It’s not that the band plays 
music up front while everyone 
listens or maybe sings along, like 
at a concert. Instead, the church 
is the band. What accompani-
ment there is simply serves and 
supports the church’s singing.

In church, music isn’t some-
thing we consume but some-
thing we create.

And what exactly is this mu-
sic for? It is a means by which 

we make melody to the Lord 
and give thanks to him. It is also 
a means by which we address, 
admonish, and instruct one an-
other. Our singing in church is 
directed to God and each other. 
It aims at God’s glory and the 
good of the body. As Paul writes 
in 1 Corinthians 14:26, “What 
then, brothers?

When you come together, 
each one has a hymn, a lesson…
Let all things be done for build-
ing up.”

That this singing is corporate 
rather than individual is not ac-
cidental but essential. Paul prays 
for the church in Rome, “May 
the God of endurance and en-
couragement grant you to live in 
such harmony with one anoth-
er, in accord with  Christ Jesus, 
that together you may with one 
voice glorify the God and Father 
of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 
15:5–6). Paul wants the church 
in Rome to live as one so they 
can glorify God as one. He wants 
their unified songs of praise to 
express their unified life as a 
church. We glorify God by sing-
ing together because in Christ 
God has brought us together.

In the church, music is a 
means by which we all, as one 
body, glorify the Lord and edify 
each other by singing the excel-
lencies of him who has called us 
out of darkness into his marvel-
ous light.

DIFFERENCES
Far from being a stylized per-
sonal soundtrack, music in 
church is more like a score for 

an orchestra: the church is the 
orchestra, and every single 
member is an instrument. Note 
that in moving from everyday 
music to music in church we’ve 
switched from passive to active. 
Again, you don’t consume mu-
sic in church; you create  it.

We’ve also switched from in-
dividual to corporate. The point 
of music in church is not that 
you would have a private spiri-
tual experience of the presence 
of God as you sing or as others 
perform. Instead, the point is 
that your voice would combine 
with dozens or hundreds of oth-
ers into one voice which praises 
God and proclaims his grace to 
his  people.

When an orchestra shows 
up to perform, everyone knows 
it’s a team effort. Dozens of mu-
sicians play from one score so 
that the orchestra plays as one. 
Out of the dozens of musicians 
comes one unified sound. It’s 
unthinkable that the members 
of the orchestra would insist 
on only playing the parts that 
resonated with their personal 
preferences. For many to sound 
as one, the many must lay down 
any agendas that have potential 
to fragment their unity.

In moving from everyday 
music to Sunday morning, we’ve 
also switched from personal to 
prescribed purposes. On your 
own time, as long as you’re lov-
ing God and your neighbor, you 
can do whatever you want with 
music. But as we’ve  seen, music 
in church has purposes that are 
precisely prescribed by God.
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All music in church must 
enable the church to build each 
other up and praise God. That’s 
a matter of the whole church’s 
obedience or disobedience to the 
word of God. What matters most 
in church music is that it caus-
es the word of Christ   to dwell 
in the church richly. Substance, 
therefore, is more important 
than style. And the most import-
ant questions about style are not 
whether it meshes with some-
one’s preferences, but whether a 
song’s style serves the divinely 
mandated purposes of whole-
church praise and admonition.

PREFERENCES
What then should you do about 
your musical preferences in 

church? To put it bluntly, leave 
them at the door.

You can turn your iPod back 
on as soon as you hop into the 
car and drive home. In church, 
though, lay down your preferenc-
es and gladly sing what the body 
sings. The eye, ear, hand, and foot 
may all have their preferences, 
but the body sings as one.

You should expect to check 
your preferences at the door, 
first, because of the differences 
between how we typically con-
sume music as individuals and 
how we are to create music in 
the church. I’m not suggesting 
that most Christians think they 
can treat their church’s order 
of service like an iTunes play-
list. But I do think our musical 

consumer culture is so pervasive 
that it takes hard work to give up 
preferences rather than insisting 
on them. We’re so used to craft-
ing our own soundtracks that it 
takes effort to cultivate a musical 
culture where the many matters 
more than the  one.

And giving up our preferenc-
es for the good of the body is ex-
actly what the gospel calls us to 
do. The gospel calls us to give up 
so others can gain, to count oth-
ers more significant than our-
selves, just as Christ did for us 
(Phil. 2:1–11). So imitate Christ 
as you sing to Christ in the body 
Christ. If glorifying God in song 
is a sacrifice of praise (Heb. 
13:15), don’t be surprised if it 
costs you something.
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The worship set is so-
mething of a fixture 
among evangelical con-

gregations, whether the music 
is accompanied by a choir and 
orchestra or by an 8-piece in-
die-folk band. Step into a church 
sometime between the opening 
greeting and  the sermon, and 
you’ll likely find yourself in the 
middle of a 20-30 minute block 
of music. So, what exactly is the 
worship set? And should it be a 
given in our churches?

Simply put, the worship set 
is a consecutive group of delib-
erately chosen worship songs or 
hymns. It reflects forethought 
and creativity. It’s a far better op-
tion than picking a few popular 
songs and tossing them up on 
the canvas like a Jackson Pollock 
painting.

Similar to a meal with an ap-
petizer, entrée, and dessert, the 
worship set follows a dynam-
ic arc or storyline. A set might 
begin with a call to worship or 
song of invitation. This song sets 
a particular theme and invites 
worshipers to praise God. Next, 

a couple more songs develop the 
theme both musically and lyr-
ically. This is the “entrée” por-
tion. If the first song focused on 
the character of God, these selec-
tions might move the church to 
consider our sin and redemption 
in Christ. The final song of the 
set is the theological and musical 
climax. It could consist of a cel-
ebration of the resurrection, or a 
call to respond in faith and dis-
cipleship, or simply a declaration 
of praise. Bob Kauflin argues for 
this kind of deliberate thematic 
development in his book Wor-
ship Matters, and he outlines a 
number of helpful worship set 
frameworks to try.1

On the whole, I think the 
worship set is a wonderful idea 
if it is used well. In a former 
church, serving as director of 
worship, I devoted substantial 
time each week to crafting and 
preparing sets of music. My hope 
was that this process would aid 
believers in responding to God 
in robust praise with their heads 
and their hearts, and I believe 
God blessed this effort.

The worship set can be a 
God-glorifying approach because 
deliberately shaping the order of 
songs aids in “the strengthening 
of the church” that is to char-
acterize our corporate praise (1 
Cor. 14:26). It unifies the songs 
around a central concept, which 
promotes understanding. If used 
well, the worship set prepares 
the congregation for the specific 
questions and priorities that the 
sermon will address. Like a nar-
rative with a beginning, middle 
and end, a worship set  can cap-
ture our imagination and help 
us engage with God through the 
implicit story being told in the se-
quence of  songs.

THE WORSHIP SET: 
POTENTIAL PITFALLS 
AND SOLUTIONS
So I don’t want to declare that 
the worship set is a terrible con-
cept altogether. But I do want 
to take that glass sculpture off 
grandma’s shelf and see if it can 
be improved.

Why? While the worship set 
has much to commend it, it’s not 

Matt Merker

Beyond the  
Worship Set
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without dangers. Here are three 
potential pitfalls it presents. For 
each, I’ll identify some ways to 
think and move “beyond” the 
worship set.

1. The worship set can frag-
ment the order of service.

First, the worship set can 
fragment the order of service. If 
pastors and other leaders aren’t 
careful, using a worship set can 
subtly convey that the worship 
service basically has two parts: 
the singing and the sermon. The 
worship leader presides over the 
first half, then passes the baton 
to the pastor for the message.

I fear that because of this, 
many evangelicals have a bifur-
cated picture of public worship: 
the music part of the service 
is geared at those who relate to 
God through emotional experi-
ences, while the sermon exists 
to engage heady, left-brain types. 
At worst, this false dichotomy 
can also perpetuate the common 
misconception that worship 
through song is the church’s 
worship, leading to comments 
like, “The worship (read: mu-
sic) today was incredible, but 
the sermon was a bit dry”—as if 
preaching is not doxology too.

However we structure our 
services, we must take pains 
to convey that both music and 
preaching (and other elements— 
see point 2) are properly “wor-
ship” to God, and that they’re 
essential for all Christians.

Here are some suggestions 
to circumvent this danger. First, 
if your services usually fall into 

the “30 minutes of music and 30 
minutes of preaching” formu-
la, then change up your order 
of service regularly. Consider 
breaking up the music set with 
prayer, Scripture reading, or si-
lent reflection. Try occasional-
ly placing the sermon closer to 
the beginning of the service and 
leaving most of the singing for 
after the message.

Have an individual oth-
er than the worship leader or 
preacher, preferably an elder, 
lead the whole service. Call this 
man a “host,” an “MC,” a “ser-
vice leader” (that’s the term we 
use at my church), or whatever 
you like. But make sure he’s not 
the music leader or the preacher. 
If this individual gives the wel-
come and announcements, in-
troduces the songs, presides over 
the offering, leads the prayers, 
and so on, then he can bring uni-
ty to the whole service.

Pick a theme for the ser-
vice based on the theme of the 
sermon text. Ensure that the 
songs, prayers, and even the 
announcements relate to this 
theme. When the congregation 
realizes that the whole service is 
about “the faithfulness of God” 
or “knowing Christ in suffer-
ing,” it will mitigate against the 
feeling that the worship service 
is merely a concert followed by 
an unrelated talk.

2. The worship set can lead a 
church to undervalue non-mu-
sical worship elements.

Another danger of the wor-
ship set is that it can lead a 

church to undervalue non-mu-
sical worship elements. Paul told 
Timothy, “Devote yourself to 
the public reading of Scripture” 
(1 Tim. 4:13). He instructed the 
young pastor to lead his church 
in offering up “requests, prayers, 
intercession and thanksgiving” 
(1 Tim. 2:1). His expectation was 
that the members of the Corin-
thian church would set aside 
their offering “on the first day of 
every week” (1 Cor. 16:2), from 
which many have inferred that 
giving was an integral part of the 
New Testament church’s public 
worship. Jesus commanded  his 
followers to baptize new disciples 
(Matt. 28:19), and he gave them 
his Supper so they could proclaim 
his death until he comes (1 Cor. 
11:26). There’s a lot more to do in 
church than sing and preach.

The danger with the worship 
set is that these other elements of 
biblical worship can fade into the 
background. If the congregation 
expects (or even demands?) to 
experience a well-rehearsed, cre-
ative musical progression, that 
can force out these other man-
dated expressions of worship. Of 
course, I’m not suggesting that 
anyone intentionally sidelines 
biblical elements of worship. I 
only mean to highlight a pattern 
I’ve noticed: when a church priv-
ileges worship through song by 
giving it the lion’s share of time 
and focus, these other elements 
of worship tend to become thin 
and perfunctory.

How can pastors and those 
who lead worship through song 
work against this tendency?
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If you use a worship set, re-
sist the idea that the set must 
only contain music in order for 
it to have maximum impact. 
This isn’t a concert. Intersperse 
prayers and readings between 
the songs.

Promote a culture of worship-
ful, robust prayer in your services. 
If you devote substantial time to 
prayer during the public meeting, 
it shouldn’t be a surprise if your 
church members learn to priori-
tize prayer in their private lives.

How do we bolster our pub-
lic prayers? By saturating them 
with scriptural truths: “Do we 
not learn the language of con-
fession and penitence from 
the Bible? Do we not learn the 
promises of God to believe and 
claim in prayer from the Bible? 
Don’t we learn the will of God, 
the commands of God, and the 
desires of God for His people for 
which we are to plead in prayer, 
from the Bible? Since these 
things are so, public prayers 
should repeat and echo the lan-
guage of the Bible throughout.”2

There is also a correlation be-
tween rehearsal time and value. 
If your church values well-craft-
ed music, it’s likely that your 
band or choir spend hours in re-
hearsal. Why not spend as much 
time and effort on preparing 
public prayers?

Finally, promote a culture of 
worshipful Scripture reading in 
your services. If we believe that 
the Word of God is “sharper than 
any double-edged sword” (Heb. 
4:12) let’s take it out of the sheath 
and let it do its work. Read in such 

a way that the majestic truths of 
Scripture echo in the ears of your 
congregation. Consider training 
up a number of congregants to 
read Scripture well: with mean-
ing, emphasis, gravity, and joy. 
We hand out Tim Challies’ excel-
lent article on how to read Scrip-
ture publicly to everyone who 
reads at our church.

3. The worship set can foster 
an entertainment culture.

Third, the worship set can 
foster an entertainment culture. 
This danger is ironic, of course, 
because one of the purposes 
of the worship set is to unify a 
group of songs along the lines 
of theological content. But I fear 
that often, what the congregation 
experiences as they sing through 
a worship set is not a new appre-
ciation for a biblical theme, but 
a concert-like journey through a 
stirring series of songs.

Although I’m not against 
creativity and emotion in public 
worship, I believe it is possible to 
so prioritize the emotional re-
sponse that comes from music 
that biblical truth is overlooked 
rather than illuminated. One 
implication of Colossians 3:16 
is that if the word of Christ does 
not dwell in us richly as we sing, 
then something about the way 
we’re singing needs to change.

As Neil Postman argued in 
Amusing Ourselves to Death, 
entertainment has become the 
dominant discourse of our age. 
While the church must recog-
nize this fact, it shouldn’t capitu-
late to it. Our services don’t have 

to feel like a concert or TV show, 
even if those modes of discourse 
define the manner in which 
postmodern people experience 
the flow of ideas.

Rather, we have the opportu-
nity in our services to model a 
different type of discourse, one 
that begins with the self- reve-
lation of God. Our worship—
whether contemporary or tra-
ditional, high church or low—
should eschew man-focused 
experientialism and embrace the 
transcendent God.

So, if a worship set can help 
people adore, treasure, and un-
derstand more of our holy Cre-
ator, then by all means use one. 
But if in your church the worship 
set tends to place more focus on 
the artistry of the band than on 
the awesomeness of the Redeem-
er, something needs to change.

How can we resist the way 
a worship set might slowly pull 
a church toward entertain-
ment-ism?

Do all that you can to prior-
itize the congregation being able 
to hear one another sing. This 
is a basic biblical principle, giv-
en that Paul exhorts believers 
to speak “to one another” with 
psalms, hymns and spiritual 
songs (Eph. 5:19). But it also goes 
a long way in cultivating an at-
mosphere of joy and engagement 
with the lyrics.

Awareness of others in cor-
porate worship, and of how the 
volume and expression of your 
own singing actually encourages 
others, helps to thwart self-cen-
teredness. Practically, this may 
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involve turning down the vol-
ume of the band or orchestra, 
and instructing the musicians to 
focus on tasteful, simple accom-
paniment rather than complex 
or virtuosic performing.

Provide a framework that 
helps to interpret the worship 
through song. For example, in-
stead of beginning the service 
with dark lighting and a re-
verb-heavy guitar line (which 
feels a lot like a concert), be-
gin with a call to worship from 
God’s  Word or a brief prayer.

Before the music begins, 
have the service leader give a 
few words of instruction or ex-
hortation to set the song(s) in 
context. This interpretation of 
what is about to come is invalu-
able not only for believers, but 
also for unbelievers who may 
not know what to make of the 
music they’re about to hear. (See 
1 Corinthians 14:24 on the pri-
ority of making the service un-
derstandable to non-Christian 
visitors). Yes, it might feel a bit 
wooden and awkward to have a 
few remarks before the singing. 
But even this speed bump in the 
service is a good thing, because 
it engages the congregation’s 
minds and inhibits the passivi-

ty that an entertainment culture 
thrives on.

Also, keep the main lights 
turned up. Darkness, smoke 
machines, and spotlights all 
scream that the focus should be 
on musicians up front. In con-
trast, bright lighting and modest 
staging—even placing the musi-
cians off to the side if possible—
convey that what really matters 
here is not the choir or the wor-
ship team, but the content of the 
songs and the whole congrega-
tion’s participation.

See silence as a friend, not 
an enemy. If there are a few mo-
ments of quiet between a song 
and a prayer, or between the of-
fering and the sermon, it’s not a 
disaster. After all, this is a gath-
ering of Christians for praise, 
not a TV production. In fact, 
allowing silent space in transi-
tions can refresh people’s mental 
palates and allow the church to 
reflect on what has come before 
in the service. In addition, use 
planned moments of silence for 
reflection and prayer. Sitting in 
a room with dozens or hundreds 
of other believers and simply 
being quiet before the Lord is 
bracingly countercultural in our 
noisy, distracted age.

MORE TOOLS IN THE 
TOOLBOX

In all of this, I’m not trying 
to make the worship set a bogey-
man. It’s a useful tool. But for 
these three reasons, I don’t think 
it should be the only tool in our 
toolbox. And if we do use a wor-
ship set, we should do so in a way 
that unifies rather than divides 
the order of service, that high-
lights rather than downplays 
other elements of worship, and 
that promotes awe before God 
rather than an entertainment 
experience.

When it comes to planning 
a worship service, there is much 
freedom with regard to the forms 
and circumstances in which a 
congregation reads the Word, 
sings the Word, prays the Word, 
hears the Word preached, and 
sees the Word in the ordinances. 
I pray that as pastors and music 
directors think beyond the wor-
ship set, God would give us wis-
dom to lead our congregations 
in offering him an appropriate 
sacrifice of praise. I pray that our 
churches, filled by God’s Spir-
it, would increasingly delight 
in God’s Son, the one who gave 
himself for us that we might be 
worshipers of him.
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Keith Getty Kristyn Getty

10 Questions 
Every Pastor Should 
Ask about Their 
Church’s Music

We owe an incalcu-
lable debt of gra-
titude to Gilbert 

Lennox, Bob Lockhart, Alan Wi-
lson, Alistair Begg, and Jim Tho-
mas (and their wives), who have 
been our pastors from childhood 
onwards in the five different ci-
ties where we have lived. They 
have taught us, inspired us, held 
us accountable, prayed for us, 
championed our work, and given 
us the benefit of the doubt on 
more occasions than we deserve. 
If you are reading this chapter 
and you are not a pastor, it’s im-
portant to remember that there 
is no place in authentic Christian 
ministry for anyone who does 
not seek to honor, serve, love, 
and pray for their leaders (as 
tricky as that can be for all of us 
creative personalities).

The one thing we have 
learned above all others as we 
have traveled with our music 
these last ten years is this: Good 
congregational singing begins 
with the pastoral leadership.

Whatever the denomination, 
musical style, or cultural back-

ground, the singing is directly 
proportional to the senior pas-
tor’s or leadership team’s care for 
the subject. It is not primarily the 
music, or the musical leadership, 
or the budget. Just like parents 
can’t blame their child’s bal-
let teacher if she behaves badly 
through the week, so the leader 
of the church, and not the music 
leader or team, is ultimately re-
sponsible for how well the con-
gregation is singing.

With that in mind, here are 
10 questions we encourage every 
pastor to ask.

1. DOES MY 
CONGREGATION KNOW 
WHY THEY SING?
Since congregational singing is 
something we are created to do 
by God, commanded to do in 
God’s Word, and compelled to 
do by the gospel of God, then 
you need to teach about it. It is 
ultimately your responsibility to 
see that this aspect of our wors-
hip is explained, nourished, and 
celebrated. And as it is an area 
where there has been such a 

lack of clarity in the last genera-
tion, churches need their pastor 
to teach clearly and positively 
about it, as well as explain that 
singing is not a branding exer-
cise, a warm-up for the “main 
event” of the sermon, nor a 
means to creating an emotional 
sensation. That may be through 
a sermon series, a study series 
for groups in the church, or a 
clearly written summary do-
cument that church members 
read and keep. We recommend 
all three! 

2. IS OUR CHURCH 
SINGING STRONG 
SONGS?
Ultimately, great songs are sung 
well. Find, or ensure others are 
hunting out, infectious and 
emotional melodies combined 
artistically, in which the won-
ders of the Lord are described 
in sung poetry in a way your 
church just can’t wait to sing. 
Every time you sing one of those 
types of songs, your congrega-
tion will grow in their joy of and 
commitment to singing toge-
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ther. Every time you sing a song 
that isn’t strong, your congre-
gation’s singing drops and peo-
ple’s enthusiasm is diminished. 
Teaching new songs is impor-
tant and they should be taught 
well; but, repeating good songs 
people have loved and known 
for a long period of time really 
encourages confidence.

If you’re serving a smaller 
church that struggles in its sing-
ing, we suggest simplicity and 
depth by building a small canon 
of Word-filled songs that your 
church sings really well and then 
growing slowly from there. Bet-
ter to know fewer songs and sing 
them well, than to sing a wide 
breadth of songs weakly.

3. AM I PART OF 
THE WEEKLY SONG 
SELECTION PROCESS?
Whether you choose the songs, 
are actively involved in the pro-
cess, or simply have clear direc-
tion and oversight, it is really 
important that you know what’s 
going on. After all, the songs are 
often what your people will go 
home remembering and repea-
ting (however great your sermon 
is!). Music may not be an area of 
expertise for you, but love your 
congregation enough to care 
what they are singing.

4. AM I OVERSEEING THE 
OVERALL SELECTION OR 
“CANON” OF SONGS?
In the online generation, it is 
possible for us to write a song, 
put it online, and then have it 
used in six continents that wee-

kend. While this has strengths, 
it means the pool of songs is 
often larger than previous ge-
nerations, and that there is less 
accountability over their crea-
tion and an inbuilt tendency to 
favor what’s new simply because 
it’s new.

This also means that, if songs 
are chosen one by one and sim-
ply on their own merits, church-
es can end up with a narrow 
range of songs in terms of their 
depth and breadth theologically. 
Ensure that your church’s song 
list includes hymns and songs 
that touch on all the major doc-
trines and seasons of life, just as 
the Psalms and historical hym-
nals do.

5. AM I PASSIONATELY 
INVOLVED IN THE 
SINGING?
The great Welsh preacher of the 
last century, Martyn Lloyd-Jo-
nes, insisted on personally lea-
ding the pastoral prayer week to 
week because he took modeling 
prayer to his congregation so se-
riously. We’d argue that this sort 
of care should be given to the 
singing as well, not necessarily 
with a microphone on, or even at 
the front, but singing visibly be-
fore the congregation. 

A pastor who seems dis-
tracted or half-hearted, or who 
indeed is often not even in the 
room, is telling his congregation 
that singing is not that important 
to him. Sing to your people. Be 
present, be engaged, and be pas-
sionate. If you are not, then they 
will not be either.

6. AM I LEADING, 
ENCOURAGING, 
TEACHING, AND 
BUILDING STRONG 
RELATIONSHIPS WITH 
ALL THE MUSICIANS?
When a pastor pours into his 
lead musicians, they become 
more informed, more in step 
with the vision and mission of 
the church, and often much 
more creative and energized in 
what they do. Encouragement is 
oxygen to the creative soul.

A church music department 
left unchecked can become like 
a monster in a church, wielding 
too much influence and causing 
a lot of grief. It is not healthy for 
the whole congregation or for 
the musicians themselves if the 
relationship between the pas-
tor(s) and them is not operating 
well.

In church leadership it is al-
ways tempting to avoid hard 
conversations, and there is often-
times no one more difficult for a 
pastor than lead musicians, who 
tend to be popular, strong, and 
emotional. But those conversa-
tions need to happen or every-
body suffers. When music direc-
tors and their pastors form deep, 
committed, trusting, robust, and 
mutually respectful working 
partnerships, the opportunity 
for ministry is incalculable.

7. DO I REGULARLY 
ENCOURAGE THE 
CONGREGATION IN THEIR 
SINGING?
Give your congregation encou-
ragement. Week by week, help 
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grow the congregation’s confi-
dence, and listen out for their 
voices. If you are leading the ser-
vice, give short reflections on as-
pects of what has been or is about 
to be sung, and encourage your 
flock to sing to one another as an 
expression of their gospel unity. 
Tell the stories of the songs you 
are singing from time to time. 
And encourage the church’s gra-
titude for and support of the mu-
sic team.

8. AM I ENCOURAGING 
THE CONGREGATION TO 
PREPARE FOR SUNDAY 
SERVICES?
Encourage individuals to be pra-
ying about what they will do on 
Sunday; encourage families to 
have bulletins or hymnbooks or 
some resource that teaches them 
the gospel in their home life; and 
encourage them to sing toge-
ther. Promote listening to songs 
on smartphones and at home in 
everyday life. Email song lists, 
send links to YouTube videos 
and sheet music, and so on.

9. AM I PLANNING 
THE SERVICE ORDER 
IN A SENSITIVE AND 
CREATIVE WAY?
In all art, the order and timing 
of everything can enhance the 
meaning and beauty of the expe-
rience, or it can obscure it—and 
a church service is no different. 

The overall arc of a service 
should help shape our understand-
ing of the gospel—the greatness of 
God, the wonder of forgiveness in 
Christ through the repentance of 
our sin, and our prayers for the 
growth of Christ’s kingdom in our 
lives and the world.

The beginning of the service 
should help establish the singing. 
Pentecostal traditions often sing 
continuously for forty minutes 
or more at the start of a service—
while that may be a culture shock 
for your church, the principle of 
starting with familiar songs, or 
even doing pre-service singing, 
is well worth considering. We 
also recommend using your song 
choices to enhance the message 
of the passage and the focus of 

the preached message, especially 
in terms of singing in response at 
the end of the service.

10. AM I OVERSEEING 
THE DEVELOPMENT 
OF SINGING IN 
CONGREGATIONAL LIFE?
Part of the vision for your church 
should include how you would 
love to see the singing develop. 
Keep the leadership team ac-
countable to these goals. If you 
show intentionality and care 
about the singing in your church, 
sooner or later everyone else will 
(and vice versa).

This might also mean figur-
ing out when the whole church 
can sing together, all age groups. 
For example, both of our home 
churches (in Belfast and in Nash-
ville) include the children in the 
first part of the singing in the 
main worship service.

And finally . . . for one year, 
make the first question you ask 
about music at the weekly church 
review meeting: “How did the 
congregation sing?”

EDITOR’S NOTE: 
This article is an excerpt from the Gettys’ book Sing!: How Worship Transforms Your Life, Family, and Church.
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Mark Dever

In Praise of  
Low-Budget,  
Non-Professional 
Music Ministries

Teaching, celebrating, la-
menting, sympathizing, 
encouraging, implanting, 

sharing, rejoicing, praising, cate-
chizing, amazing, humbling, pra-
ying, instructing, defending, ex-
plaining, supporting, expressing, 
demonstrating, dramatizing, re-
minding, marking, solemnizing, 
involving, incorporating, witnes-
sing, and memorizing.

These are just some of the 
things God uses music to do in 
and through Christians in the 
life of the local congregation. Too 
many pastors consider this min-
istry—and its importance—too 
little. Not so Martin Luther. The 
great German preacher once said, 
“I have no use for cranks who de-
spise music, because it is a gift of 
God. Music drives away the Devil 
and makes people gay; they forget 
thereby all wrath, unchastity, ar-
rogance, and the like. Next after 
theology, I give to music the high-
est place and the greatest honor.”

MUSIC IN THE BIBLE
What a wonderful gift God has 
given to us in music! The Old 

Testament is full of it, from 
Levites to King David. And we 
know that in the New Testa-
ment, the singing of a hymn 
concluded the Last Supper, and 
that the redeemed will compo-
se a choir which will provide a 
soundtrack for our transition 
from time into eternity. Clearly 
the New Testament instructs us 
to sing and make music (Eph. 
5:19; Col. 3:16; James 5:13). And 
this is not a tiresome task, but 
a great blessing. We’re being in-
vited into a this-worldly expres-
sion of a next-worldly reality—
the song of the Redeemed with 
the Lord!

Edward Hiscox, a prominent 
19th-century Baptist minister in 
New York once wrote that

Singing should be congregatio-
nal; that is, the people should 
sing—all the assembly should 
praise God in song. Singing is 
the people’s worship. The chant, 
the anthem, the oratorio, are 
rather for the cathedral and 
the temple. Though beautiful 
and sublime, they should be 

incidentally used in the Chris-
tian congregation. They inspire 
worship in the assembly, but 
the assembly does not to any 
considerable extent worship in 
them. The genius of the Gospel 
and of the Christian sanctuary 
requires chiefly the chorus, 
where the congregation shall 
not listen and have devotion ex-
cited, but where they shall sing 
and express devotion.  (Baptist 
Church Directory, New York, 
1859; p. 50)

So why does music sometimes 
not seem like that for the pastors 
and leaders of a local church? 
Could it be that we have more 
culturally determined forms for 
obeying those commands than 
we need to have, more than are 
really good for us? Could it be 
that other cultures and earlier 
times had a simplicity in their 
obedience to  the music-related 
commands, something which 
actually increased the congre-
gation’s joy? Should our church 
services feel like entertainment, 
a kind of concert?
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A SELF-TEST
Let’s take a self-test. Are the-
se words (associating them 
with your church’s ministry of 
music) good or bad? Serious. 
Expressive. Professional. Con-
gregational. Excellent. I know 
that in my own experience, and 
for others in our congregation, 
the music of our congregation 
has a profound ministry to me. 
When I both hear the congre-
gation singing and, even more, 
when I get to sing with them, I 
often feel like the Grinch on that 
wonderful Christmas when his 
heart grew three sizes that day. 
That’s my response to hearing 
our congregation sing “Immor-
tal, Invisible God Only Wise” or 
“Jesus Paid it All.”

I recognize our church’s mu-
sic ministry may be unusual 
these days, but it may be instruc-
tive to review some of this.

As a congregation, we sing 
probably around 15 hymns on 
the average Lord’s day (about 9 
in our morning service and 6 
in our evening prayer service). 
We sing all the stanzas, and, if 
the parts are good, we’ll often 
sing the last stanza a cappella. 
Sometimes people visiting won-
der how it is that we can have a 
congregation where the average 
age of the attender seems to be 
under 30, and yet sing so many 
hymns with so little accompani-
ment (usually a piano and a gui-
tar). What’s more,  people seem 
to like it!

Daniel Bellamy, a member 
of our church and a good friend 
(even though he is half my age!) 

sent me an unsolicited and un-
expected email about four years 
ago now. In it, he expressed how 
our music regularly serves him. 
He writes, “When I look at my 
prayers, and I get the feeling that 
my words aren’t even going past 
the ceiling, and I’m distracted, 
and there’s so much sin, and my 
prayers are so feeble, and only 
minutes have gone by at this 
point; I could remind myself of 
Hebrews 4:14–16, and Christ’s 
role as High Priest, but what a 
comfort it is to hum:

Before the Throne of God above,
I have a STRONG and PERFECT plea
A great High Priest whose name is Love
Who ever lives and pleads for me!

In finding hymns like this 
to serve his soul, I can’t help 
but think Daniel is represent-
ing what  Paul was feeling that 
night he was singing in jail in 
Acts, and what so many of us 
have felt throughout our lives. 
The ministry of music in our 
churches is vast and deep and 
wonderful

VAST, DEEP, WONDERFUL 
. . . AND EXPENSIVE?
And we spend thousands of 
dollars on it every year. Let 
me be clear, out of our annual 
budget (normally about $3.5 
million) we spend thousands 
of dollars to assist our congre-
gation in ministering to each 
other through music. Indirect-
ly, we support this by the time 
one of our pastoral assistants 
gives to formatting and prin-

ting the weekly bulletin (which 
we would have to do anyway), 
the time I spend initially craf-
ting the services and picking 
the hymns, and by the staff ’s 
time we use every Tuesday af-
ternoon in finalizing the upco-
ming weekend’s services. The-
re are probably other indirect 
costs I’m not thinking of.

We also spend thousands 
of dollars more directly on the 
music ministry of our church. 
We have decided not to limit 
our songs to coming from one 
hymnbook, so we incur fresh 
expenses for our CCLI license 
($452 this year), which allows 
us the use of many hymns and 
songs not in the public domain. 
We spend another $1350 or so 
annually on piano tunings and 
sheet music. We also budget 
$2000 to cover sound and re-
cording purchases and repairs. 
And, finally, we usually pay a lay 
member $300 a month to coor-
dinate guitarists, pianists, and 
ensemble vocalists from a rotat-
ing group of members to help 
us in this way. So, about $7,400 
this year in a church of about 
950 members with a $3.5 mil-
lion dollar budget (and, again, 
this figure doesn’t account for 
my and my staff ’s time spent in 
quarterly and weekly planning). 
So, we spend about 0.2% of 
our annual budget on our mu-
sic ministry. And the congre-
gation’s singing is perhaps the 
most outstanding thing about 
our times together, at least ac-
cording to what visitors tell me 
at the door.
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This amount of money would 
seem like a lot to our persecuted 
brothers and sisters around the 
world, who would get arrested if 
they sang as loudly as we do. And 
it must seem scandalously small 
to many American churches. But 
by keeping our music ministry 
focused on true words, singable 
music (of various styles), and the 
congregation’s voices, we have 
music that’s simple and easi-
ly reproducible. Church plants 
or renewals that go out from us 
(we’ve been involved directly or 
indirectly in seven so far in the 
DC area in the last 20 years) can 
easily reproduce our music, if 
they want to.

NOT THE BEST OR  
ONLY WAY
Over the past many years while 
I’ve served as a pastor, I trust—in 
fact I know—that some members 
have left CHBC and found chur-
ches with music ministries they 

preferred. That’s okay. In fact, 
I’m thankful for the way God 
gifts different churches different-
ly. Some churches will have more 
robust accompaniment, different 
instruments, and perhaps even a 
different canon of hymns, both 
modern and ancient, that they 
choose from.

I’m not saying the way my 
church “does” music is the only 
way, or even the best way. What 
I am saying is that the quality of 
music and especially the quality 
of singing is not dependent upon 
the size of your music budget. 
In fact, I would argue that mea-
ger accompaniment can have 
the odd effect of requiring more 
from the voices in the congrega-
tion, improving both the volume 
and quality of the singing. If our 
singing is exceptional in any way, 
perhaps this is not in spite of our 
methodology, but because of it.

Having a less than full, pro-
fessionalized “music ministry”:

• saves us money, and allows 
us to spend that money 
elsewhere;

• saves the time of many peo-
ple, and allows that time to 
be better spent elsewhere;

• prevents a sub-culture 
growing up in the church 
marked by carnality, envy, 
and a worldly performance 
culture;

• highlights the singing of 
the congregation (which 
really undermines any en-
tertainment tendency);

• has again and again been 
an unusually moving en-
couragement to many.

So, in summary: the pas-
tor is the hymn-picker and the 
congregation is the choir that is 
performing for each other. The 
percentage of folk’s time used in 
producing this is tiny. And the 
culture it helps produce in our 
church is priceless.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
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Mark Dever

9 Choices  
for a Healthy  
Music Ministry

If you were to join us at the 
Capitol Hill Baptist Church, 
in Washington, D C, for our 

average Sunday morning service, 
what would you notice about our 
music? I’m not sure, but I would 
like to point out several choices 
that we’ve made, that I think 
contributes to the healthy cons-
traint and expression of music in 
our congregation.

1) PRIORITY
Nowhere in the New Testament 
are local churches commanded 
to have “background” music 
during times of mingling or ta-
king up the offering. Though 
the redeemed will form a choir 
in eternity, some Christians lis-
tening to a subset of their num-
ber sing is nowhere commanded 
or exampled in New Testament 
churches. Performed music is 
not commanded; however, con-
gregational singing is.

For us, this means the ques-
tion of whether there is per-
formed music in the service is a 
question of whether it edifies the 
congregation, whether that edifi-

cation is worth the time taken up 
in preparation, and taken from 
other elements of the service 
when it’s performed. We give a 
clear priority to spending time 
in the service singing together, 
considering what will help us to 
do that better.

2) SEATING
One of the most striking things 
you might notice would be that 
our building was designed origi-
nally in a way that did not focus 
the congregation’s gaze down the 
long aisle of a rectangular audi-
torium to a pulpit and platform 
at the far end of the room. Ra-
ther, the building has a main hall 
that is about quarter of a circle, 
both on main floor and in its 
balcony. When the old “Sunday 
School Auditorium” is added by 
opening large doors, our congre-
gation takes the shape a full se-
mi-circle (and a little more).

This can be challenging for 
the preacher, but for the congre-
gation and its singing, this more 
circular set-up is wonderful and 
encouraging. We are in some 

senses visibly singing  to  each 
other when we sing. If you have 
a building that doesn’t encourage 
this as much, you can still bring 
up the idea of the goodness of 
looking around and singing to 
each other, as well as to the Lord, 
when you sing.

3) ARCHITECTURE
We’re also helped by having an 
old building, one that’s particu-
larly friendly to a congregational 
focus. Often, more modern faci-
lities are more like a TV studio, 
with sound-dampening techni-
ques used to quiet the sound of 
the congregation, while at the 
same time making sure all the 
sound from “up front” can ea-
sily be heard by everyone. But 
our  older architecture—espe-
cially the  flat ceiling!—means 
that the whole congregation can 
more easily be heard. This en-
courages congregational singing. 
If your church has a building 
that’s nothing like this, consider 
addressing some of these issues 
to help your congregation be 
able to hear each other better 
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(for example: you could remove 
sound-absorbing acoustical tiles 
and carpet)

4) NOTES
We generally print both the 
words and the music of the hym-
ns and songs we sing. This means 
the 10–20% of the congregation 
who can read music can learn 
new songs more quickly. And 
their singing helps the rest of 
the congregation learn the mu-
sic after them. Families may use 
the music to help them later that 
day play the hymn on a piano or 
a guitar, so the music becomes 
more embedded into the life of 
the church.

5) PARTS
We also prefer songs and hymns 
that have good harmony for the 
congregation to sing. Like the 
ability to read music, most of the 
congregation may not know how 
to sing alto, tenor, or bass. But 
some will. And others will learn 
from them. We tend to sing the 
first stanza without parts, in uni-
son, to help anyone who may not 
know the melody. Then, on the 
second stanza, those of us who 
are able will break into parts. 
This gives a depth and richness 
to the sound of the congrega-
tion’s singing that reinforces the 
words.

6) A CAPPELLA
Often, we’ll sing a cappella—wi-
thout any instrumental accom-
paniment—on the final stanza. 
Such singing used to be more 
common among Protestants. 

If we were in the normal Sun-
day gathering of John Calvin in 
16th  century Geneva, or C. H. 
Spurgeon in 19th  century Lon-
don, there would have been no 
instruments accompanying the 
singing of the congregation. We 
don’t understand that the use of 
such accompaniment is wrong, 
but we do understand the power 
of unaccompanied human voices 
singing together. The final stan-
za of a hymn is often a climactic 
time where the words “pop” as 
the congregation hears only their 
own voices singing the words to 
the Lord and to each other. This 
is perhaps the most single com-
mented-upon aspect of our ser-
vice, at least by the visitors who 
speak to me afterwards.

7) LEADERS
It’s important that the pastors 
visibly sing. We shouldn’t be 
coolly disengaged from the ser-
vice, working on our remarks, 
chatting with someone else, wai-
ting in some room “off stage” to 
appear. We’re with the congrega-
tion as those who are most fun-
damentally one of them, needing 
God’s Word as it is ministered to 
us throughout the whole service, 
including the music. We get the 
wonderful opportunity to lead 
by example.

8) ACCOMPANIMENT
Mere accompaniment often wor-
ks best for facilitating congrega-
tional singing. By “mere,” I mean 
simple arrangements, modest 
volume, and limited instrumen-
tation. The musical excellence 

we aim for should be more in the 
congregation than in the instru-
mentalists or vocalists who lead 
or accompany our singing. We 
only want instruments that will 
help us to be able to sing. We’re 
not looking for them to rival—
and certainly not to replace—the 
corporate singing of the whole 
congregation. Whether an elec-
tric band or an organ, a choir or 
a soloist, these elements are, at 
best, the seasoning which brings 
out the flavor of the congrega-
tion’s singing. They should ne-
ver overpower it.

9) SELECTION
We deliberately want to use old 
and new hymns. We want psalms 
set in various musical styles. All 
we ask is that all of what we sing 
has true words and singable mu-
sic! On that latter point, there’s 
often some subjective disagree-
ment about which songs are in 
fact singable—especially before 
we first try them. But that the 
songs should be singable, no one 
disagrees.

Furthermore, we want to sing 
songs that fit the sermon text. If 
we’re going to be hearing about 
heaven, we want to prepare our 
hearts by singing about heav-
en. If we’re going to be thinking 
about the atonement, we’ll sing 
by confessing our sins, our need, 
and God’s provision for us in 
Christ. The songs should be se-
lected to fit the sermon.

CONCLUSION
These are nine aspects of our sin-
ging that I might point out to you, 
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if you stood next to me on Sunday 
morning. I hope this article—and 

the one before it—is helpful to 
you as you think about this won-

derful ministry of music that your 
local church is called to have.
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When a solo pas-
tor recognizes the 
need for an addi-

tional hire it’s both an exciting 
and fearful proposition. Exciting 
because your church has grown 
to the place where you can afford 
another person to serve the con-
gregation. Fearful because you 
can only hire one.

Consider the options. Last 
year Ryan Townsend suggested 
your second hire might be an ad-
ministrative pastor. There’s much 
wisdom in that and Ryan makes a 
good case for it. Some would rec-
ommend a pastor-evangelist as 
your second hire. After all, you’re 
adding another salary so you’ll 
need more people in the church 
to support the additional finan-
cial burden. Others might make 
the case for a children’s pastor, 
especially when the demographic 
of your church is largely young 
families. Still others would opt 
for a youth or family pastor, for 
similar reasons.

But what about a music pas-
tor? Many people today choose 
churches based on the music as 

much as the preaching. Wouldn’t 
it be wise to have someone who 
can effectively manage, lead, and 
train musicians? That could be 
as effective, if not more so, as 
hiring an evangelist-pastor.

Here’s where I come down 
on that question. If your church 
has grown to the size where 
it’s ready for a second hire, you 
should hire a pastor. An overseer. 
A shepherd. Someone who meets 
the qualifications of 1 Timothy 3 
and Titus 1. Someone who can 
lead and care for the flock. That 
is essential.

Now, if he happens to be 
skilled in leading congregational 
song, that’s great. But not cru-
cial. Scour the New Testament 
all you want and you won’t find a 
position devoted entirely to mu-
sic. That doesn’t mean a church 
shouldn’t ever hire full time mu-
sicians. But it does suggest that 
as a church is starting out, the 
focus should be on the roles God 
has spelled out, not on second-
ary or strictly specialized posi-
tions: music, media, admin, and 
so on. An exception might be a 

part- time administrator who 
will help a pastor do everything 
he does more effectively.

Being a pastor and a musi-
cian who has participated in two 
church plants, I know the advan-
tage of having a paid staff mem-
ber who can lead worship in 
song. But I’m also aware of many 
young churches are led well mu-
sically by volunteers.

Having a musician as your 
second hire is appealing be-
cause many pastors would love 
to simply hand over the musi-
cal responsibilities to someone 
who has more gifting and time. 
But leading congregational song 
is a pastoral function before 
it’s a musical one. Every senior 
pastor should be very aware of 
what songs are being sung in his 
church. If the individual you’re 
considering to lead the music in 
your church isn’t willing and ea-
ger to follow you in this area, call 
someone else.

It’s no small irony that C.J., 
the pastor who has taught me 
the most about leading congre-
gational song, is not a musician. 

Bob Kauflin

Should Your  
Second Hire Be a 
Music Pastor?
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Some of the values I’ve learned 
from him are the importance 
of esteeming God’s Word, un-
derstanding lyrics, emotional 
engagement, expression, spon-
taneity, pastoring through song, 
and more.

Obviously, musical skills 
are helpful for leading congre-
gational song. It’s nice to know 
what keys are best to sing in 
(a rare skill these days), what 
songs go together musically, 

and what songs are out there. 
But all a church’s pastors to-
gether are responsible for the 
teaching diet of the church, 
and that includes the songs 
your congregation sings. Hir-
ing a full-time music minister 
won’t free you from the respon-
sibility of knowing what lyrics 
you’re singing and how music 
is serving the Word.

A second hire depends on 
a number of factors including 

the present pastor’s strengths 
and weaknesses, the avail-
able candidates, the needs of 
a congregation, and relational 
considerations. Rather than 
limit the field to someone who 
can lead worship in song, ask 
God to give you the individual 
who will serve and care for the 
church most effectively.

And if he happens to be a 
great musician, I don’t think 
you’ll be disappointed.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
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My local church is in 
search of a worship 
leader.1 To that end, 

our senior pastor cobbled toge-
ther a group of twelve members 
for a Worship Leader Search 
Committee. Despite my musical 
ineptitude, I was among those 
asked to serve.

I suppose I’m equal parts 
grateful and terrified. After all, 
the title “worship leader” is no-
where in the New Testament. 
This fact tempts even the most 
levelheaded toward the sub-
jective and superficial, where 
already drawn lines and white- 
knuckled commitments merely 
evidence what we’ve previously 
seen, known, or been comfort-
able with.

So I wanted to pass along a 
few thoughts I’ve developed as 
I’ve prayed through what my 
church is undertaking in the 
coming weeks, and what your 
church may be going through 
right now. I’ve unoriginally ti-
tled them “Nine Marks of a 
Healthy Worship Leader.”

NINE MARKS OF A 
HEALTHY WORSHIP 
LEADER
I’m convinced these nine things 
are must-haves for anyone lea-
ding a congregation in song week 
after week. Far from exhaustive, 
they are a set of traits, postures, 
and characteristics I believe are 
informed by Scripture and ought 
to transcend culture and deno-
mination.

1. Your worship leader 
should meet the biblical quali-
fications of an elder.

This is important. Even if he 
won’t be called an elder, the con-
gregation will likely treat him 
like one. And it’s important to 
remember the qualifications for 
an elder/pastor/shepherd include 
being “apt to teach.” This is what 
worship leaders do, and their apt-
ness to teach (or lack thereof) is 
evident every week in the songs 
they select and the way they facil-
itate the congregation’s worship.

I need to add a caveat here. 
Depending on what song-leading 
looks like in your particular con-

gregation, meeting the qualifica-
tions of an elder may be unnec-
essary. A friend of mine helpfully 
pushed back on this point and 
offered a helpful distinction: “A 
person who is simply leading mu-
sically needs to have the biblical 
qualifications of a deacon/dea-
coness. A person who is leading 
that portion of the service which 
includes songs, prayers, and read-
ings needs to have the qualifica-
tions of an elder.” I agree, under 
the assumption this second sce-
nario naturally propels the “song 
leader” or  what have you into a 
more pastoral function.

2. Your worship leader 
should be musically capable.

This is obvious, I know. Per-
haps a more specific and help-
ful exhortation would be that he 
should select songs within his skill 
set. You really love that new riff on 
that old hymn? Yeah, me too, but 
it’s hard to sing along when I can’t 
decipher the words or melody as 
easily as I can the oh-boy-gotta-
catch-up look in the drummer’s 
and rhythm guitarist’s eyes.

Alex Duke

Nine Marks  
of a Healthy  
Worship Leader
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Also, it’s unwise to let this 
qualification steer the ship; in 
fact, it should be subservient to 
almost everything else. A god-
ly and mediocre musician will 
serve our churches far better in 
the long run than a sublime tal-
ent who reads his chord charts 
more than his Bible.

3. Your worship leader 
should be invisible  (almost).

A guest leaving the Sunday 
gathering should be more struck 
by the corporate witness of the 
congregation praising God in 
song than by the ability or pres-
ence of one man. “Whoa, those 
people love to sing about Jesus!” 
is always better than “Man, that 
guy is great!”

4. Your worship leader 
should be committed to gos-
pel-anchored liturgy.

I’m using “liturgy” in a gen-
eral sense, as in the “flow” of 
the gathering, not a rote, recited 
form of standing and sitting and 
singing that must be repeated 
weekly. Every church gathering 
follows some kind of liturgy; the 
question is whether it reflects 
the character of the God and the 
content of the gospel or just the 
“whatever strikes us”  approach.

Anchoring liturgy in the 
gospel may mean scripted 
transitions between songs that 
help to move the congregation  
through the service. Scripture 
readings, prayers, testimonies 
of God’s grace tethered to the 
theme of the passage about to 
be preached—all of these till the 

hearts and minds of those pres-
ent. Prayerful, thoughtful prepa-
ration beforehand cultivates an 
appropriately intentional culture 
in a church. Don’t assume the 
Holy Spirit only works “in the  
moment.”

5. Your worship leader 
should work in close tandem 
with the preacher.

The worship leader doesn’t 
make decisions on an island. 
Every song should be in ser-
vice of the preached Word. 
This reminds the church of an 
important truth: the preacher 
is a worship leader, too. One 
worships God no less through 
hearing a sermon than through 
signing a song.

This isn’t to say the themes of 
the sermon and the songs must 
be identical in a narrow sense. 
But if, say, your pastor is preach-
ing on the resurrection, sing 
songs which unpack the mean-
ing of that event as opposed to 
songs that refer to God’s good-
ness in his general interactions 
with his people. The latter is 
a more-than-worthy topic, of 
course, but the resurrection 
is a specific event that reveals 
specific things about God and 
us. This kind of cooperation 
between song and sermon pro-
vides an opportunity to praise 
God specifically and uniquely 
in response to his revelation.

6. Your worship leader should 
be committed to the expression 
of a vast range of emotions.

Every Sunday gathering 

should have moments of adora-
tion, thanksgiving, confession, 
celebration, and the like. The 
church should be a space where 
a range of emotions are accept-
able: guilt, shame, sadness, joy, 
thankfulness, and so on. When 
we only sing upbeat songs about 
how happy we are to be in the 
house of the Lord, or how we’re 
going to serve our guts out 
this next week because Jesus is 
awesome, we tacitly teach peo-
ple that feeling sad or guilty 
or downtrodden is somehow 
sub-Christian, a posture unfit 
for praising God.

There are many songs that 
extol Jesus while also being 
honest about feeling sorrow 
and pain. I’ll never forget sing-
ing  “Be Still My Soul” a few 
days after hearing of a friend’s 
terminal cancer diagnosis. 
Though somber and designed 
to elicit emotions perhaps few 
present were feeling, this song 
hoisted me into the loving 
arms of Jesus. Can happy songs 
can do that, too? Of course. But 
when there’s never any season-
ing of sorrow in our gatherings 
we risk broadcasting a coun-
terfeit, sub-Christian message 
about what it means to be a 
human pursuing Christlike-
ness in a fallen world. We’re 
communicating to both our 
members and our visitors that 
Christians are always happy 
and that a relationship with 
Christ eradicates grief. We’re 
setting people up for disap-
pointment or unpreparedness 
in the face of difficulty.
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7. Your worship leader 
should be committed to the ex-
plicit worship of Jesus.

This is less about the tone 
and more about the words of 
certain songs. The vast majority 
of a church’s music must be dis-
tinctly Christian—exalting not 
only the characteristics of God 
but the truths of the gospel. We 
should sing few songs  an uncon-
verted Jew could happily sing—
that is, we should sing about 
Jesus Christ’s life, death, and 
resurrection. Words like “sin” 
and “gospel” and “cross” should 
come up frequently and perhaps 
even be explained for those in 
attendance who, frankly, don’t 
know the difference between a 
Baptist church and a Jewish syn-
agogue. Assuming all present are 
Christians and know what words 
mean is a recipe for confusion.

8. Your worship leader 
should encourage and enlist 
congregational participation.

In addition to encouraging 
loud congregational singing, the 
worship leader could also ask 
various church members to pray 
during the service. This provides 
opportunities for visibility and 
participation for many, not just 
the few with musical talent.

9. Your worship leader 
should be chiefly concerned 
with honoring God and up-
holding Jesus and the gospel, 
more than reaching the next 
generation or any other pre-de-
termined demographic.

Every church needs to be 
culturally informed (this is 
why you likely avoid African 
tribal songs), but no church 
should be culturally driven. 

If conversations about fruit-
fulness begin displacing those 
about faithfulness, then the 
first step has been taken to-
ward a mindset of man-cen-
tered worship that will need 
updating in a few short years.

Apart from Christ, every 
generation from the root of 
Adam is dead in their sins, in 
desperate need of the enlivening 
words of Christ. Because of this, 
after leaving your church on 
Sunday, no one needs to think 
to themselves, “Man, that mu-
sic was great!” More than any-
thing, they need to have heard 
the gospel clearly and explic-
itly; they need to be have been 
made aware of their dire situ-
ation apart from Christ and—
even more—his held-out hand 
as their all-sufficient and ever- 
gracious Savior.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
Alex Duke lives in Louisville, Ky., with his wife Melanie. He is a student at Southern Seminary and a mem-
ber of Hunsinger Lane Baptist Church. You can follow him on Twitter at @evanalexduke.

NOTE
1 The parlance for this kind of job is amorphous: music minister, pastor of music, pastor of music and arts, director of contemporary arena jamz and the 

occasional traditional dirge, defense against the dark arts teacher, etc. I’m only using “worship leader” since it seems to me a catch-all.
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I just want to know who’s in 
charge?” That sentence brou-
ght light to my situation. I had 

just preached my candidating 
sermon, and was about to grab 
a brief lunch before Q&A with 
the congregation. But instead of 
eating, the chairman of elders 
and the interim executive pastor 
whisked me to a back room for 
a hastily convened meeting with 
the pastor of worship. He didn’t 
beat around the bush but got 
right to the  point:

If I was called as lead pastor, 
who would decide what happened 
in the Sunday morning service 
prior to the sermon? Who would 
pick the music? Who would de-
termine the order? Who, in short, 
would be in charge?

It was a reasonable question. 
He had been responsible for 
those decisions in the church 
up to that point, and apparent-
ly  I had dropped enough hints 
in my candidacy that he had 
begun to wonder if things were 
going to change. And, in fact, I 
did plan, as the new lead pastor, 
to assume final responsibili-

ty for the whole service. I even 
planned to choose the  music. 
So that’s what I told him.

While there are biblical 
principles that undergirded my 
answer, in the end it is pruden-
tial and pragmatic. Biblically, I 
believe that some elder should 
exercise oversight over pick-
ing the music and all the other 
details of the worship service. 
Prudentially, I think it’s good 
for the lead preaching pastor to 
be that individual.

Here are the three reasons for 
these convictions.

SINGING IS TEACHING
We usually think of our singing 
as the expression of our wors-
hip to God. And that’s correct. 
But that is not all that is  going 
on. Our songs teach and reinfor-
ce what we believe about God, 
and because they are set to mu-
sic, our songs may often exert a 
more profound influence upon 
our members than we realize. 
As R. W. Dale, a nineteenth-cen-
tury English Congregationalist 
minister, remarked in a set of 

lectures he gave on preaching 
at Yale University, “Let me wri-
te the hymns and the music of a 
Church and I care very little who 
writes the theology” (Nine Lec-
tures on Preaching, 1878, p. 271). 
He may have been overstating 
the case a bit, but not by much.

Paul instructed the Colos-
sians to admonish and teach 
one another by “singing psalms 
and hymns and spiritual songs” 
(Col. 3:16). Since teaching oc-
curs when we sing corporately, 
the elders are responsible to give 
oversight, and particularly the 
pastor/elder who’s been given 
primary responsibility for the 
teaching ministry of the church 
(Titus 1:9). If we’re not giving 
attention to the words that are 
being sung at our church week 
in and week out, then we are not 
being obedient to our calling as 
elders. Admittedly, this doesn’t 
require that the lead pastor pick 
all the music personally. But it 
does  require that he is familiar 
with it and approves it. In my 
own church, I work closely with 
our worship leader who is far 

Michael 
Lawrence

Who Should  
Pick the Music?
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more familiar with contempo-
rary music than I am, while I’m 
more familiar with the hymns. 
We make a good team, but in the 
end, as the elder, I’m responsible.

MUSIC IS CULTURE 
SHAPING
Beyond the overt teaching of 
our songs, it is undeniable that 
the music we use and the way 
we use it shapes and defines the 
culture of our church. I hard-
ly need to explain this to those 
who’ve lived through the wors-
hip wars in their local  church. 
Those wars have been so intense 
because they are essentially cul-
ture wars, in which music is the 
proxy for a larger divide between 
the generations. It is why every 
church planter wants a like-min-
ded musician on his team. It is 
why church growth experts ad-
vise you to adopt the preferred 
musical style(s) of your target 
demographic. So from a pure-
ly pragmatic perspective, if the 
pastor wants to give leadership 
to the shaping of his church’s 
culture, he has to be involved in 
decisions about the music.

But what if you want to lead 
your church in a biblically in-
formed counter-cultural direc-
tion? What if you want a multi- 
generational congregation that 
is eager to love one another by 
singing one another’s music? 
What if you want to promote 
congregational singing, rather 
than a passive concert experi-
ence? What if you want to en-
courage a culture of worship 
that isn’t driven by performance 

values? What if you want to have 
corporate worship that expresses 
itself in more registers than the 
triumphant and the happy?

Carl Trueman has incisive-
ly asked, “What can miserable 
Christians sing?” (The Wages of 
Spin, p. 158). That’s a good ques-
tion in our incessantly happy clap-
py CCM world. If all you want is 
a club for twenty-somethings, or 
baby-boomers, or urban hipsters, 
then hand the music over to the 
band. They’ll do a great job. But 
if you want a culture that is richly 
textured and diverse, profoundly 
congregational, and allergic to 
the values of the entertainment 
world, then, pastor, you must 
lead it in that direction, because it 
won’t go there on its own.

THE WHOLE SERVICE 
SERVES THE WORD
There is very little explicit ins-
truction in the Bible on what 
should happen in our corporate 
worship services. But as Protes-
tants, we’re convinced that the 
Word is the center and climax, 
because it is the preaching of the 
Word that gives us Christ, and 
it’s the hearing of the Word that 
elicits faith by the power of the 
Spirit (Rom. 10:14). Because of 
that singular and profound tru-
th, it makes sense that the person 
who is preaching the Word gives 
time and thought to planning the 
rest of the service, including pic-
king the songs, so that the enti-
re service prepares for, and then 
responds to, the preached Word.

In my church, that means set-
tling on a theological theme that 

arises out of the passage I’m go-
ing to preach on, and then select-
ing a variety of songs and Scrip-
ture readings that develop and 
interact with that theme. What’s 
more, since the point of Chris-
tian worship is the exaltation 
of Christ in the gospel, there’s 
an opportunity to arrange the 
songs, prayer, and readings so 
that the gospel is explored from 
the thematic perspective of the 
sermon text, before the gospel 
is preached from the sermon 
text. The whole service then is 
not only in service of the Word 
preached, but is a publication of 
the gospel itself. While other el-
ders could do this work, it seems 
to me that the person who’s go-
ing to preach the text  is in the 
best position to select and ar-
range songs with the specific 
emphasis of the sermon in mind.

In practice, what this looks 
like is thinking through my 
preaching schedule and then the 
themes of the services well in 
advance. I then spend a couple 
days thinking though the songs 
we’re going to sing, the Scrip-
tures that will be read, and the 
arrangement of it all. Joel Harris, 
our music leader, is deeply in-
volved with me in that process, 
adding his expertise and draw-
ing on his admittedly superior 
musical sensibilities. Once that’s 
done, each week I sit down with 
my staff team and go over the 
plan for that Sunday. Occasion-
ally, we don’t change anything at 
all. But quite often the team has 
great suggestions and together 
we change my original service 
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plan. After all, the responsibil-
ity to plan the service doesn’t 
convey infallibility! But all of 
this fine-tuning (and sometimes 
wholesale revision) takes place 
within the context of something 
that the staff can’t do for me, and 
that’s careful meditation on the 
sermon  text.

If he is able, the pastor should 
give leadership to the selection 
of music. If there are others that 
can help, he should use them. 
But one way or another, elders, 
not the band, should choose the 
music. I’m not the only person 
in the conversation about what 
happens each Sunday morning, 

but as servant of the Word, I be-
gin the conversation and set the 
destination. My goal isn’t micro-
management or control. It’s sim-
ply that from start to finish, ev-
ery song we sing, and every other 
element of the service, serves the 
Word. Because it is through the 
Word that we have Christ.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
Michael Lawrence is the senior pastor of Hinson Baptist Church in Portland, Oregon and the author of 
Biblical Theology in the Life of the Church (Crossway).
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DAVE FURMAN
I will never lose the gospel for 
the sake of unity in diversity, but 
I will preach the unadjusted gos-
pel consistently.

I will never water down theol-
ogy to a lowest common denom-
inator in order to accommodate 
more people and cultures, but 
I will consistently preach rich 
doctrine as seen in Scripture.

I will never focus on things 
in our worship gathering in or-
der to please any specific culture, 
but I will instead focus on things 
that all Christians do: We prac-
tice the sacraments (baptism and 
Lord’s Supper), pray, sing, read, 
and listen to the word of God 
read and preached.

I will never do anything to 
unnecessarily alienate or ele-
vate any one culture, but I will 
strive to have people from differ-
ent ethnic backgrounds assume 
roles in our worship service, par-
ticipate in ministry, and serve 
the church together as one body.

I will never plan and create 
vision for our worship services 
alone, but I will seek the input 

from a diverse group of leaders 
from within our church.

Dave Furman is the senior pastor 
of Redeemer Church of Dubai, 
which has members from over 50 
countries.

*****

KEVIN HSU
What We Do:

• Preach the Word of God that 
crosses all cultures and eth-
nic groups.

• Intentionally think through 
how to apply God’s Word to 
members of various ethnic  
groups.

• Intentionally include mem-
bers in good standing from 
different ethnic groups in the 
service.

• Pray for God’s Word to 
deeply penetrate every eth-
nic group in our diverse Bay 
Area, and to the nations.

• Ask people to bring their ethnic 
dishes to our church potlucks.

What We Don’t Do:

• Under-value ethnic diver-
sity by thinking the gospel 
eliminates all differences. In 
re-making us into one new 
race in Jesus Christ, the Gos-
pel brings unity amidst di-
versity, not uniformity.

• Over-value ethnic diversi-
ty by intentionally dividing 
people into different classes, 
small groups, or ministries 
based on ethnicity

Kevin Hsu is the pastor of Ur-
ban Grace Church in Oakland, 
California.

*****

PAUL MARTIN
I pastor in what the United Na-
tions considers to be the most 
culturally diverse city in the 
world. Nearly 52 percent of the 
millions who live in Toronto 

Pastors’ Forum:
WHAT DO YOU DO AND NOT DO TO  
ACCOMMODATE ETHNIC DIVERSITY IN  
YOUR WORSHIP SERVICE PLANNING?

Answers from  
Dave Furman, Kevin Hsu,  
Paul Martin, John Onwuchekwa, 
and Juan Sanchez
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were born outside of Canada. 
Thankfully, that diversity is re-
presented in our church.

Here are our top five ways we 
try to promote diversity in our 
services:

5. Ask qualified members of dif-
ferent backgrounds to read, 
pray, and serve in our services.

4. Sing songs we can sing. Avoid 
trying to be what we are not 
as a congregation.

3. Celebrate and enjoy diversity, 
especially in the preaching. 
Apply and illustrate cross-cul-
turally.

2 Stay Word-focused. The Bible 
crosses all cultural boundar-
ies, is immediately relevant 
to everyone, and its faithful 
application guards against 
cultural snobbery.

1. Be a normal church. Don’t 
specialize on cultural diversi-
ty or uniformity. The number 
one thing to avoid is elevating 
any culture over authentic 
gospel-culture.

Paul Martin is pastor for prea-
ching and vision at Grace Fellows-
hip Church in Toronto, Canada.

*****

JOHN ONWUCHEKWA
What We Do:

We look carefully at songs, 
language, or references that 
could estrange a particular de-

mographic. When we find these 
things, we don’t necessarily take 
them out, we just want to be 
mindful of them so that we can 
explain them and invite other 
people to participate. That may 
look like us changing certain 
lyrics in songs, musical arrange-
ments, and so on.

Our musical selection is the 
place where this is the most visi-
ble. We try to sing a healthy mix 
of hymns, contemporary, and 
gospel, although we never have 
as much of balance as we’d like.

We encourage people to en-
gage with others who don’t look 
like them. The battle for ethnic 
diversity is won and lost in the 
hallways before and after church.

We try to make what goes on 
up front reflect the makeup of 
the congregation. Whether you 
call them a service leader or em-
cee or host, we try to make sure 
this group is diverse.

In our preaching, conversa-
tions, and worship leading, we 
don’t assume that everyone in the 
room has the same family struc-
ture. We’re mindful of single 
moms and kids that don’t know 
their mothers or fathers or have 
been raised by grandparents.

What We Don’t Do:
We don’t track measure di-

versity with any official met-
rics—at least not anymore. We 
don’t make it the North Star and 
become overly consumed with it.

At the end of the day, we can do 
all of the right things and not be a 
very diverse church. If we’re faith-
ful and sensitive with what we do 

and say, then we trust that the re-
sults are up to God and him alone.

John Onwuchekwa is the teaching 
pastor of Blueprint Church in At-
lanta, Georgia.

*****

JUAN SANCHEZ
At High Pointe Baptist Church we 
have learned that the miracle of the 
gospel is not mere ethnic diversity 
but harmony among the diversity. 
So, perhaps it is better to point out 
what we don’t do first, followed in 
each case by what we do:

We don’t focus on a particu-
lar ethnicity/demographic in our 
music. Instead, we seek to select 
music that is gospel- centered 
and congregationally singable.

We don’t plan ethnic diversi-
ty on the platform each service. 
Instead, we encourage everyone 
to serve in various capacities and 
diversity is regularly witnessed.

We don’t emphasize Ameri-
canism in our services and avoid 
“patriotic” emphases. Instead, we 
speak about being world Chris-
tians who are strangers and aliens 
on this earth. We also display flags 
of different countries in our audi-
torium and outside our building.

We don’t promote men as elders 
on the basis of ethnicity. Instead, 
we train all men; ask the Lord to 
raise up qualified men to serve as 
elders; and we have gratefully seen 
God raise up a diverse elder board.

Juan Sanchez is the senior pastor 
of High Pointe Baptist Church in 
Austin, Texas.
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We asked a handful of 
pastors around the 
world the following 

question: “You are familiar with 
American churches. Yet you pas-
tor in a non-American context. 
What has your present expe-
rience taught you about how to 
be biblically faithful yet cultural 
sensitive when it comes to selec-
ting the songs that your church 
sings?” Their responses are below.

*****

MURRAY CAMPBELL
When it comes to selecting songs 
for church, one doesn’t need to 
choose between being biblically 
faithful and being culturally sen-
sitive. Instead, the latter helps the 
former. With “biblically faithful” 
I am looking for songs that are 
true and clear. With “culturally 
sensitive” I am looking for songs 
that are singable and engaging 
for the congregation.

Biblical faithfulness takes 
priority, but we don’t have to 
choose between them. We are 
always choosing a musical lan-

guage, whether consciously or 
intuitively. If part of the aim 
of singing is communication, 
should we not aim to choose  a 
musical language that fits the 
cultural milieu of our church? 
We are naïve if we think cultural 
sensitivity is irrelevant, and we 
will be irrelevant if our songs are 
untrue or unclear.

During a recent sabbatical 
that my family and I enjoyed in 
America we had opportunity 
to visit several churches across 
the country. I appreciated that 
the churches we visited were 
thoughtful about song choice; 
not only were lyrics true but the 
music served to prepare people 
for and respond to the sermon.

Poor lyrics confuse and mis-
lead people, and poorly con-
sidered musical style can build 
communication barriers. I 
am not sufficiently adept with 
American culture to know how 
successful each church was in 
communicating songs with the 
appropriate musical language, 
but my impression was that 
some churches clearly thought 

about this issue, others less so.
What I most appreciated was 

that even when the musical style 
seemed to be dictated by long-
term tradition or hindered by a 
lack of skilled musicians, all the 
congregations we visited sang 
with conviction and joy, and we 
rejoiced with them. I may per-
sonally prefer to sing “And Can 
It Be” to indie-rock accompani-
ment, but when I heard a thou-
sand voices singing the same 
hymn to a traditional piano ac-
companiment I was encouraged 
and wanted to sing. God’s people 
singing God’s truth trumps the 
limitations of our musicians and 
the foibles of church  tradition.

Murray Campbell is the lead pas-
tor of Mentone Baptist Church in 
Melbourne, Australia.

*****

TIM CANTRELL
I will always be a lover of the 
great English hymns. It’s a Chris-
tian legacy worth remembering 
here in South Africa. But in our 

Voices from  
Abroad: Biblical 
Faithfulness and 
Cultural Sensitivity

Answers from Murray Campbell, 
Tim Cantrell, John Folmar, 
Matthias Lohmann, Michael 
Prodigalidad, and Harshit Singh
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many years here we have also en-
joyed the rich heritage of bibli-
cally sound and singable African 
hymns and songs. Many African 
believers today, familiar only with 
the shallow contemporary Cha-
rismatic and prosperity gospel 
songs, are not even aware of their 
own Christian heritage of older 
hymns in Zulu and other native 
languages. Helping them redis-
cover these beloved and meaty 
songs can make an African con-
gregation come alive in a way that 
Watts or Wesley may not.

I must also add that when 
Bob Kauflin was here last year, 
the African folks also loved 
his music and came alive. His 
leading is so encouraging and 
contagious (and expressive, like 
Africans), and his songs are so 
biblical and singable, that his 
music had a unifying effect in 
this very divided, post-apart-
heid country. The more com-
munal African culture here also 
understands better how we can 
“sing to one another,” as Scrip-
ture says, ministering to one an-
other in how we  sing.

In training African pastors in 
various contexts, we urge them 
to find the most Scripture-sat-
urated, God-centered, gospel- 
driven, edifying, and singable 
songs they can find, both old and 
new, and let them loose! In any 
culture, God’s people need songs 
that will teach them to live and 
to die for Christ.

Tim Cantrell is the senior pastor 
of Antioch Bible Church in Johan-
nesberg, South Africa.

*****

JOHN FOLMAR
I confess that I struggle with this 
one. Our congregation consists 
of people from sixty nationali-
ties. So whose culture and mu-
sical forms do we choose? I’m 
convinced that the most impor-
tant element of our songs is not 
the musical accompaniment, but 
the words being sung. So we sing 
the best songs that I’m aware 
of—written by people like Isaac 
Watts, William Cowper, Charles 
Wesley, Bob Kauflin, and Keith 
Getty. As for the musical accom-
paniment, we typically use the 
common arrangements, with 
some amount of acapella. If we 
can add a musical instrument 
that is more reflective of our 
demographic—say, a Pakistani 
tabla drum—then we try to in-
corporate it.

In all of our music, our goal 
is to enhance the congregational 
singing, not suppress it. We also 
aim for congregational partici-
pation, as opposed to an enter-
tainment focus. By God’s grace, 
our congregation is singing bet-
ter than ever. However, I am still 
not satisfied with the musical 
accompaniment we use (I feel it’s 
still too Western) and I’m look-
ing for more indigenous forms of 
music (Arab, African, Indian) to 
go along with the solid lyrics we 
are singing.

John Folmar is the senior pastor 
of United Christian Church of 
Dubai.

*****

MATTHIAS LOHMANN
Germans love U.S. music. This 
is reflected in many of our chur-
ches. It is not unusual that the 
majority of the songs during a 
Sunday church service will be in 
English, pretty much all being 
“contemporary worship  music.”

The problem is that while most 
Germans do speak some English, 
some don’t, and many don’t un-
derstand everything. This means 
that we often claim to worship 
God without even knowing what 
we are singing to him.

In order to facilitate true 
worship in song, we are try-
ing to encourage the writing of 
new, biblically faithful German 
songs, the translation of solid 
English songs (a good num-
ber of Getty and Townend and 
Sovereign Grace songs have 
recently been translated), and 
the re-introduction of some old 
German hymns, sometimes set 
to a contemporary tune.

Germany has a rich treasury 
of wonderful hymns written by 
Martin Luther, Paul Gerhardt, 
and others, many of which have 
been translated into English. The 
one great challenge is to teach 
Germans to pay attention to the 
words. Sadly, some American 
contemporary worship songs 
have led many Christians away 
from true worship, and our 
churches have adopted these 
songs without even realizing 
this. So the greatest challenge is 
not the difference in culture, but 
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gleaning the good from the U.S. 
while rejecting the bad, and then 
translating it into the heart lan-
guage of our people.

Matthias Lohmann is the pastor 
of Freie Evangelische Gemein-
de München-Mitte in Munich, 
Germany.

*****

MICHAEL PRODIGALIDAD
I pastor a multicultural church 
with people from the Asia-Pa-
cific, the Middle East, Europe, 
and the Americas in Sydney. 
The songs we sing are a mix of 
old and new, reminding us of 
God’s redemptive work throu-
ghout history. And they also hail 
from as many different cultures 
as possible, reminding us of the 
global reach of the gospel.

As Australia is a cultural 
melting pot, an ideal scenario 
would be for us to sing a breadth 
of songs reflecting the nation’s 
cultural diversity. However, it’s 
hard to escape the dominant 
historical connection Australia 
has to the UK and American 
Christian culture. Therefore, 
many songs we sing originate 

from these countries. (The CCLI 
top 100 Christian songs from 
the UK, USA, and Australia are 
very similar). It’s also difficult to 
source songs from other cultures 
as they may have not had the 
same rich heritage as the UK or 
USA in songwriting.

Nevertheless, we deliberately 
select as much from Australian 
composers as we can to remind 
the congregation of God’s saving 
work in our own country. We 
also encourage those in our own 
congregation with gifts in musi-
cal composition to help express 
universal truths about God in a 
culturally relevant way.

Michael Prodigalidad is the pas-
tor of Stanmore Baptist Church in 
Sydney, Australia.

*****

HARSHIT SINGH
The repertoire of theologica-
lly solid, contextually relevant 
songs in Hindi is very sma-
ll. Most songs that have good 
theology have been translated 
from older Western hymns or 
contemporary worship songs. 
So although the words might be 

faithful, the music is not indige-
nous and the local people find 
them difficult to sing. Also, such 
songs only confirm people’s 
suspicion that Christianity is a 
Western religion.

On the other hand, Hindi 
songs that are musically contex-
tualized are often light on the-
ology, repetitive, and devoid of 
Scripture. Sometimes songs pick 
up tunes that are currently used 
in the temples; many new believ-
ers find these tunes very unhelp-
ful. In our church we try to avoid 
both these kinds of songs.

Therefore the first thing that 
I look at when choosing songs 
is its doctrinal soundness. If a 
song is theologically unsound, 
then we won’t sing it, however 
contextualized it might be. And 
if the words are good but the 
tune is not Indian then we  will 
not sing it either.

So we choose songs with In-
dian tunes and faithful words. 
Granted, there are not many 
songs that fall in this category. 
But we are slowly building our 
repertoire.

Harshit Singh is the pastor of Zion 
Church in Lucknow, India.



Journal | Biblical Thinking for Building Healthy Churches56

A sk Trey, 
a college 

student in your 
church, what he 
thinks it is. You 
might hear, “It’s 
kind of like…

well, you know…I mean—I 
don’t know. It’s private—a me 
and God thing. It’s like love – 
hard to define but you know 
it when you’re in  it.”

Ask Granny Susie, who’s led 
the church choir longer than 
you’ve been alive, and you might 
hear, “Well, it’s Sunday mornin’ 
praise, baby!”

Ask Steven, the church band’s 
guitarist, and you might hear, 
“It’s the surge of God’s presence 
that I lead people into.” What 
is true worship? Many in our 
churches define worship how-
ever they please. But does God’s 
Word grant such freedom? Does 
it define worship, and if so, how? 
These are the questions Vaughan 
Roberts, rector of St Ebbe’s 
Church in Oxford, answers in 
his short book True Worship. 
He wrote it out of concern “that 

much of our thinking about 
worship is confused and often 
unbiblical” (Loc. 46).1

Pastor, let me be frank: this 
book is excellent. I think you 
should buy 30 copies and pass 
them out like lemonade on a 
summer day. Folks in your con-
gregation are thirsting to worship 
God in a way that pleases him; 
surely, many people think they 
already doing this. But thorough-
ly working through Scripture, 
Roberts draws heart-checking 
implications like this: “there is 
such a thing as false worship that 
does not please God” (Loc. 46).

Those words would proba-
bly surprise and offend many 
folks in our churches. But they’ll 
challenge some to test their own 
worship. Here are a few types of 
people this testing would serve.

THE “CHURCHED-
SINCE-CHILDHOOD” 
WORSHIPPER
Many people who grow up in 
churches assume worship as 
a standard part of life. It’s one 
more thing they do, like VBS, 

communicants’ class, or Christ-
mas pageants.

Roberts grants that Christian 
activities and behaviors may be 
a part of worship, but he clarifies 
that they are not all of worship. 
Consider this sobering statement, 
“It may be that you have been 
going to church for years. You’ve 
been baptized and received the 
Lord’s Supper often… You love 
to sing Christian songs. But it’s 
still possible that you have nev-
er begun to worship God” (Loc. 
175). Roberts serves readers by 
biblically defining true worship: 
it’s “submitting to Jesus Christ in 
every area of life” (Loc. 135).

THE “WRONG WAY!” 
WORSHIPPER
Giving clear definitions, Roberts 
also serves those who confu-
se the direction of worship. We 
wake up. We get in our cars. 
We drive to church. We natura-
lly think we’ve come to worship 
God. The direction of our wors-
hip, then, begins with us going to 
God’s certain residing place, the 
church building, to worship him.
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But Roberts employs rich, 
concise, and accessible biblical 
theology to explain why this di-
rection, man-to-God, errs by dis-
regarding Christ’s work; it’s closer 
to how the Old Testament under-
stands worship (Loc. 469). But the 
need for holy places and priests’ 
mediation was “fulfilled by the 
worship of the Lord Jesus, when 
he offered himself as a perfect 
sacrifice to his father” (Loc. 551). 
So “true worship now depends on 
a person (Christ), not a place…it 
never begins with us; it is always 
a response to…who God is and 
what he has done for us in Christ” 
(Loc. 116, 216). The book’s heavy 
reliance on Christ’s blood serves 
the misdirected worshipper like 
red “WRONG WAY” signs serve 
those who turn into oncoming 
traffic on one-way streets.

THE “IT’S JUST ME AND 
GOD” WORSHIPPER
Roberts shows worship’s bibli-
cal definition and direction; he 
also shows its dependency. Mis-
directed worship is birthed by 
misplaced dependency. Every 
sinner leans toward self-reliance, 
and this shows in our worship. 
Yet Roberts reminds us that we 
need “God’s help, by his Spirit, to 
worship him properly…it takes a 
miracle of God to make a wors-
hipper” (Loc.135, 155).

Roberts also makes clear why 
we need God’s people (Loc. 892). 
With great compassion, he ex-
plains the fundamentals of why 
Christians must gather together in 
local churches. For example, “It’s 
hard being a Christian while we 
wait for [Christ’s coming]. That’s 
why we need to meet together: to 
spur one another on” (Loc. 651).

Roberts doesn’t ignore our 
gatherings’ music, either. He ex-
plains music’s significant part in 
corporate worship and ties this into 
the body’s service of one another. 
“When we sing, we’re not simply 
a collection of individuals praising 
our God. We are a community ad-
dressing one another” (Loc. 1104). 
Lone-wolf “Christians” beware—
this book will call you out.

THE “SNORTING, FEELING 
DRIVEN” WORSHIPPER
It’s good and helpful to desire inti-
macy with God and to know how 
you might best serve his people, 
but it’s harmful to base this intima-
cy on your emotions and to com-
pare your spiritual gifts to others’. 
Roberts comments on how Chris-
tianity has been affected by the 
culture’s desire for a spiritual high, 
“as if worship was something you 
snorted through your nose” (Loc. 
317). Often people who crave spi-
ritual highs plummet to spiritual 
lows. Roberts encourages those 

who feel far from God by remind-
ing them to remember that “our 
assurance of God’s love does not 
depend on our feelings. Our assur-
ance depends instead on the fin-
ished work of Christ” (Loc. 1002). 
The book humbles and uplifts.

CALLING ALL 
WORSHIPPERS
You might not be one of the types 
listed above. Maybe you pick the 
songs your church sings. Maybe 
you’re wondering how to explain 
what it means to worship “in spi-
rit and in truth” (John 4:24). Ma-
ybe you’re tired of me guessing 
where you are. But regardless of 
where that is, I think this book 
will bless you and those around 
you, who probably fit one of the-
se molds in some capacity.

The book doesn’t offer an ex-
haustive account of what does 
and doesn’t belong in a Christian 
worship service. And Roberts’ 
approval of taking the Lord’s 
Supper in small groups, not as 
the entire church, makes me a 
little uneasy (Loc. 1382). But I’m 
happy to recommend the book. 
The fundamentals of the gospel, 
the church, music, and worship 
are so easily confused today; this 
book offers much-needed clarity.

It’ll take you an afternoon 
to read it. Maybe your after-
noon is free?

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
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David Peter-
son’s En-

gaging with God 
is one of those 
books that ends 
too soon. Not 
only that, but 

you want to reread nearly every 
sentence because you’re afraid 
you’ve missed something.

So I just want to be clear 
from the starting block: anyone 
involved with the worship min-
istry of a church should read this 
book. Those interested in good 
biblical theology should read 
this book. Pretty much everyone 
reading this review should read 
this book. Let me show you why.

Peterson proposes to test the 
following hypothesis against the 
data of Scripture: “[The] worship 
of the living and true God is es-
sentially an engagement with him 
on the terms that he proposes and 
in the way that he alone makes 
possible” (20, emphasis his).

He begins his test by survey-
ing the Old Testament to deter-
mine its overall view of worship. 
The key to understanding its 

view, he says, is that “the God 
of heaven and earth has taken 
the initiative in making him-
self known.” And this action on 
God’s part is progressive. It was 
given “first to the patriarchs of Is-
rael and then, through the events 
of the exodus from Egypt and 
the encounter on Mount Sinai, to 
the nation as a whole” (48). The 
symbols of the ark, the taberna-
cle, and then the temple entailed 
a whole system of worship that 
acknowledged God’s initiative to 
make himself  known.

Peterson then examines 
Old Testament vocabulary for 
worship, describing the human 
side of engaging with God. 
This enlightening chapter cov-
ers terminology that demon-
strates Old Testament worship 
as grateful submission, service, 
and reverence. Each of these 
terms connects these attitudes 
with actions associated with the 
tabernacle and temple. These at-
titudes are not limited to those 
particular actions, but instead 
spread out into “faithfulness 
and obedience to all the cove-

nant demands of God.” In oth-
er words, worship is a matter of 
one’s “total lifestyle” (73).

Peterson’s next terrain to cov-
er is the Gospels. Focusing on 
Matthew and John in particular, 
he demonstrates how these two 
Gospels “develop a picture of 
Jesus as the fulfillment of every-
thing that the temple stood for 
and the focus of  worship under 
the new covenant” (81). “Devel-
op” is the right word since Jesus’ 
life and ministry demonstrate a 
massive shift: his coming marks 
the end of the temple’s role in the 
life of a true worshiper. In other 
words, “Jesus fulfills the hopes of 
the Old Testament writers and 
replaces all the provisions for en-
gaging with God that were laid 
upon Israel” (102). He lives his 
life as a faithful Jew even as he 
ushers in this great change.

Because Christ replaces the 
temple and because “his minis-
try opens up a new way to en-
gage with God,” what he accom-
plishes is “the messianic salva-
tion.” His work makes available 
“the blessings of the new cove-
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nant” (109). It is this last point 
that primarily demonstrates the 
transformation of worship that 
has taken place from the Old 
Testament to the New Testa-
ment. The law, with its sacrificial 
system, is fulfilled in Jesus, and 
so the whole Old Testament pat-
tern of worship is transformed 
in Jesus. Therefore, engagement 
with God in worship must oc-
cur through Jesus.

Sweeping through the book 
of Acts, Peterson notes that 
“Christ fulfills and replaces the 
temple and the whole method of 
approach to God associated with 
it” (137). Thus the first Chris-
tians engaged with God in quite 
a new way. It’s true that they kept 
meeting in the temple to pray at 
first, but eventually there were 
significant changes. Individually 
they could only engage with God 
through personal repentance 
and faith in Christ. But then on 
the corporate level they “met to 
express their relationship togeth-
er to the Lord and their responsi-
bilities in that relationship” (159, 
emphasis added). As worship, 
these expressions were quite dif-

ferent from those found in the 
Old Testament.

For the Apostle Paul, this cen-
tering of worship on Jesus means 
that “expressions of faith in the 
saving work of Jesus Christ and 
ministries that encourage such 
faith are specifically the worship 
acceptable and pleasing to God in 
the gospel era” (187). Thus, when 
the church meets, “the concept 
of edification” gains “central im-
portance” (196). This edification 
comes through the Holy Spirit’s 
application of Scripture, building 
up the new temple: the church in 
union with  Christ.

The book of Hebrews shows 
that the people of God “may now 
draw near without the aid of hu-
man priesthood, but only because 
they rely on the priestly mediation 
of Jesus Christ” (239). And the 
book of Revelation—with its call 
to faithfulness to Christ amidst 
persecution—defines worship as 
“ faith in God’s promises worked 
out in the obedience of everyday 
life” (269, emphasis his). This 
faith springs from “confidence in 
the finished work of Jesus and his 
promises about the future” (279).

In a summary chapter, Pe-
terson brings things together 
by saying that “worship is . . . 
fundamentally faith expressing 
itself in obedience and adora-
tion” (283).

One might quibble with Pe-
terson’s exegetical conclusions 
here and there. For example, not 
all readers will agree with Pe-
terson’s view of prophecy in the 
New Testament. He basically fol-
lows Wayne Grudem’s view that 
New Testament prophets cannot 
be equated with Old Testament 
prophets (196ff).

But you get the sense as you 
read that Peterson has very 
carefully read the Bible at mul-
tiple levels. He consistently lays 
out the plain meaning of texts 
even as he digs deeper, showing 
that, as Jesus said, “everything 
written about me in the Law of 
Moses and the Prophets and the 
Psalms must be fulfilled” (Luke 
24:44). Peterson takes the theme 
of worship and follows its bibli-
cal-theological path through the 
canon of Scripture. The result of 
that journey is this excellent, im-
portant book.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
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My worship 
journey in-

cludes a time as 
a thirteen-year-
old novice guita-
rist with braces 
and a bowl cut. 

Many a Wednesday evening 
was spent thrashing out my cu-
tting-edge acoustic guitar under 
the soul-stirring lyrics of  “fun 
songs.” These were the songs that 
required teenagers to sing lyrics 
tinged with Bible verses accom-
panied by various awkward mo-
tions. Those were the days.

As a result of such less-than-
soul-stirring experiences, I’m al-
ways grateful for an opportunity 
to sharpen my theology of wor-
ship. What is worship? How does 
it work? What does it have to do 
with Sunday morning?

Harold Best’s rather orig-
inal work Unceasing Worship 
provides an opportunity for 
such sharpening. Further, Best 
puts forth a biblical frame-
work through which pastors 
and church can think generally 
about the arts, which is useful 

since we all use at least one art 
form (music) every week in our 
gatherings.

So even if you don’t find 
yourself in complete agreement 
with Best, this book will still get 
you thinking about your own 
theology of worship. Personally, 
I was struck by how quick I am 
to think that I’ve got everything 
figured out when it comes to 
worship. You’d think my bowl-
cut, braces-wearing experienc-
es would have taught me that  
sooner.

CONTINUOUS 
OUTPOURING
Best writes, “The burden of this 
book develops the concept of 
continuous outpouring as the 
rubric for our worship. As God 
eternally outpours within his 
triune self, and as we are created 
in his image, it follows that we 
too are continuous outpourers, 
incurably so.” But man’s fall into 
sin means that “we spend our 
outpouring on false gods appea-
ring to us in any number of gui-
ses” (10).

This continuous outpouring 
entails that “at this very moment, 
and for as long as this world en-
dures, everybody inhabiting it is 
bowing down and serving some-
thing or someone—an artifact, a 
person, an institution, an idea, a 
spirit, or God through Christ.” 
In other words, “Nobody does 
not worship”  (17).

Authentic worship is only 
that which is lived out in faith, 
hope, and love. And it is only 
possible because of “the once-
for- all sacrifice of Christ” (36). 
It’s “saturated with truth, what-
ever the context, time and place” 
(41). As a result, “We do not go 
to church to worship. But as con-
tinuing worshipers, we gather 
ourselves together to continue to 
worship, but now in the compa-
ny of brothers and sisters” (47). 
Even evangelism exists in light 
of this continual outpouring 
as it becomes an act of “over-
heard” worship (84). Prayer and 
preaching are at their best when 
they are not isolated events, but 
rather the overflow of unceasing 
worship (ch. 6).
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That was Part One. Part Two 
turns its focus to the arts and 
their role in light of unceasing 
worship. Best consistently main-
tains that the arts are “but one 
part of the creative ecology of 
our living” (111). In other words, 
carpenters and plumbers are to 
perform their work out of the 
overflow of unceasing worship 
just as much as musicians and 
painters are. Thus, for the art-
ist, unceasing worship requires 
creating art with excellence and 
focus (ch. 7), imitating God’s di-
verse creativity (ch. 8).

Best appropriately brings 
music into special focus. He 
warns of the danger of think-
ing that “music empowers text” 
(147). This view implies that “the 
strength of the text per se is at 
the beck and call of the music” 
(148). And it “must mean that 
people come to corporate wor-
ship unprepared for worship…
expecting worship to be initiat-
ed, and the music segment be-
comes the tool for this” (149). But 
a life of unceasing worship will 
not tolerate such a practice.

The remaining chapters in-
clude an exploration of the need 
to keep art within its own lim-

itations (e.g., a painting cannot 
literally speak words of truth; ch. 
10), a warning against idolatry 
(ch. 11), and finally a discussion 
of culture and quality (chs. 12-14).

A FEW MINOR 
WEAKNESSES
With that summary, allow me to 
observe a few minor weaknesses.

Lack of Exegesis
First, there’s a lack of exegesis. 

I know. Spoken like a preacher. I 
just wanted to see more wrestling 
with various passages, and thus 
more text-driven conclusions.

I won’t say that Best’s use of 
Scripture is irresponsible. I sup-
pose what I mean is that it’s sort 
of like a math teacher looking 
at a student’s correct answer to 
a problem, but where the stu-
dent hasn’t shown his work. 
More exegesis would really have 
strengthened Best’s conclusions.

Lack of Interaction with 
Other Works

Second, there’s a lack of in-
teraction with other works. The 
endnotes are fairly minimal, and 
there are few direct quotations 
from other authors. Best’s work 

fits within the field of systemat-
ics, in particular as a study of 
the doctrine of man, since he 
frequently refers to mankind as 
created in the image of God. In-
teraction with other theological 
works would bring his own use-
ful conclusions into a new light. 
His conclusions are thought-pro-
voking, but, like the student, he 
hasn’t shown his work.

Occasionally Opaque
Finally, Best writes with 

slightly unusual terminology 
and turns of phrase that are oc-
casionally opaque. So the earlier 
chapters which lay the ground-
work for his thesis are a bit of a 
challenge, requiring some re-
reading. However, I found that 
the book grew easier to read as I 
adjusted to Best’s style.

THOUGHTFUL AND 
ORIGINAL
Overall this book is a thought-
ful, original contribution to the 
worship discussion. Pastors and 
others involved in the weekly ga-
thering of the local church will 
find here a good dialogue part-
ner on the path to gaining a solid 
theology of worship.
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