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Thank you all very much for coming, again. This morning I talked about the Ethics of Music, hoping to 

find some general principles we could use to decide specific types of music in specific situations.  
Now I’m going to try to get specific.  I’m going to talk just about church music.  And so we’re all 

thinking the same thing, let me define that.   
When a local church body participates in music in any official meeting, that’s church music.  So not, 

after dinner, or around the campfire, or at a concert.  What music should we use in the church meeting?  
Also, this morning I didn’t consider the words with the music, because music does express things apart 
from words.  But church music always has words, expressly sung or implied, and whenever you have 
words, the words take control of the music.  So we also need to ask, what words should we sing?  We also 
talked this morning about quality: the ones making the music should do as well as they can.  Now with 
church music, we’re the ones making it, so now we do have to think about quality: how should we do the 
church music? 

 
Notice I’ve already broken the subject into three parts:  Words, music and performance.  When we 

study church music we look at all three, because they all communicate something, and sometimes different 
things.  In order to glorify God with our church music, we need to know What the words communicate, 
What the music communicates, and What the performance communicates.   

When you hear a piece of music with words, its impact is unified.  Words, music, and performance all 
add up, interacting with each other, to give the total impact of the song.  But sometimes, they can be 
inconsistent with each other.  Sometimes the trumpet will give an uncertain call, we’ll say, it’s a trumpet, 
okay, but what exactly are we supposed to understand from it?  So if the words are dignified and the music 
is jumpy and the performance is bored.  Or the words may be sweet and gentle, the music may be bold and 
aggressive, and the performance is sloppy.  Or whatever.  You get inconsistent messages.  

And our goal is to make sure everything communicated by all three is consistent and that it all glorifies 
God.  Music, words, and performance.  

So our questions are 1. what music should we sing, and 2. what words should we sing, and 3. how 
should we sing them?  [write on board] 

For each of those questions, we need to ask: What are our guidelines?, and What are our options?  What 
do we have to choose from, and what principles will help us decide?  [write on board]  This class I’m 
talking about our guidelines.  Next week, Lord willing, I’ll have a couple classes about our options.  

 
But before we talk about how to choose, we need to ask, why are we talking about this?  What 

difference does it make? 
There is one basic reason to study church music: so we can do it better.  All of you are involved in it, or 

you should be, and the better you understand something, the better you can do it.  These are things you need 
to do, not just know about.  

But what do I mean, “do it?”  How do you do church music?  What is there to do?  
Well, there’s more than just singing. There are four things we all need to do about church music: 

Choose it, learn it, sing it well, and live by it. [write on board] 
1. We need to choose it.  There’s a lot to choose from, it’s not all of equal value, and we can’t use it all.  

But the more we understand, the better we’ll be able to choose.  Most of you may feel like you’re not doing 
much choosing, but the ones who actually pick the music Sunday by Sunday really do want your input.  The 
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better you understand it, the more the church leaders will value your input.  
2. We also need to learn it.  We need to become familiar with it, to make it ours, so it will express what 

we really think.  So of course we also need to think about it.  You should know what you’re saying.  You 
should be able to discern the value of the words and the music, to let the truth get into your soul, and to let 
the music form your imaginative picture of the universe.  It’s more than just getting it into your motor 
memory.  

3. We need to sing it well.  Some folks also have other duties, like leading or accompanying, but all of 
us need to sing it as well as we can.  That’s a command.  If you’re not singing, you’re disobeying. We’ll get 
into that a little later. 

4. We should be able to live what we’ve sung.  We should live consistently with it, as though we 
believe it. We have to do the other things first, of course.  But unless we live it, the other things are empty.  

We’re going to talk about the first three, as they apply to words, music and performance.  And we’ll 
start with the guidelines for choosing.  With each option that we talk about next time, we’ll need to ask, Is 
it appropriate?  And of course that means we need to ask, “appropriate for what?”  What we think is 
appropriate depends on what we’re trying to do.  

What is the purpose we’re getting together?   
Well, first of all, who are we? What do we have in common?  We call ourselves Believers or Christians 

or saints, but the Scripture more than anything else calls us disciples.  It’s a meeting of Christ’s disciples.  
But it’s more than that, because we meet often.  We’re meeting right now.  What sets the regular weekly 
church meeting apart, from, say, the church picnic or the business meeting? 

For one thing, we’re meeting specifically to do discipleship, to be discipled.  What is a Disciple?  A 
disciple is a follower, a trainee, a disciplined one.  So discipleship is the process of learning to follow, of 
being disciplined and trained in character.   

But that’s also something we do in a lot of contexts. What else is distinctive?  
For one thing, it’s Corporate: it’s the whole body together in one place.  For another thing, it’s formal: 

we follow a pattern of behavior different from the rest of life, with a more-or-less detailed plan for how that 
discipleship will happen.  

This is Formal, Corporate Christian Discipleship.  But then, what sorts of discipleship are appropriate in 
this meeting?  After all, discipleship, training in character, understood as broadly as the Bible talks about it, 
includes everything in life: work, play, prayer, praise, study, fellowship, -the whole bit.  Everything you do.  
We can’t do it all on Sunday morning.    

No. But everything the Bible tells us to do in formal, corporate discipleship reflects the reality of that 
discipleship in a distilled and/or symbolic way.  [write on board] 

What does the Bible tell us about discipleship?  For one thing, we see that when discipleship is 
happening, it needs to be happening in three directions.   

God speaks to us, by the work of Christ and the power of the Spirit.  In the weekly meeting, that’s 
distilled into Scripture reading and instruction.   

We speak to God, through the same means. That’s praise and prayer.  (We might call it ‘worship’ if the 
word didn’t mean so many different things.)   

And we speak to one another, under God’s direction.  And that’s distilled, or demonstrated in the 
meeting, as testimony and exhortation.  

We hear from God, we speak to God, and we address one another.  And as I’ll argue later, all three can 
be done with music.   

What does the Bible say specifically about the church meeting? How should the aspects of discipleship 
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be portrayed, in distilled or symbolic form, during that formal, corporate discipleship?   
 
The church met for the apostle’s doctrine, for fellowship, for the breaking of bread, and for prayer. Acts 

2:42 That’s our divinely recorded example.  And there’s really no need to add anything to it.  We just need 
to ask what those things include.  Prayer, which is obvious; the Word, which includes reading and 
preaching, (synonymous with ‘apostle’s doctrine’ on the authority of other passages, primarily Neh 8:8); 
the Lord’s Supper, which is part of the breaking of bread and which is also commanded in other passages, 
and Fellowship, which in our time happens before and after the meeting.   

Notice singing is not in the list.  Is it required of all God’s people as a necessary part of discipleship? Is 
it commanded elsewhere?  

It is, but not in the NT.  Singing is hardly mentioned in the NT.  The practice of Christ’s disciples 
singing to God is only mentioned 5 or 6 times.  Only three of those are commands.  And only one is even 
vaguely connected to the corporate discipleship: Colossians 3:16, which says we should be “teaching and 
admonishing one another in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, singing, etc.”  This is something we must 
do to each other; that’s why I say it’s a command.  By application, it’s clearly appropriate in the corporate 
meeting, as part of discipline one another.  But even there it’s not required.  

Besides, we’re asking more than whether we may.  We’re asking what we should sing, and how?  Does 
the Bible give standards that we can use to decide?  

As you can see, not much in the NT.  What about the OT?  Well, there we have commands and 
examples.  Pages and pages of them.  But how do we apply them?  The commands we’re supposed to obey, 
of course, but do they all apply to the church meeting?  And of the examples we have, how do we know 
which ones are we’re supposed to follow?  Just because they did it, does that mean we should?   

 
I wish we had time to go through all the references, but we don’t.  I’ll just skip to the end: most of the 

musical questions we have are just not mentioned.  We can say with confidence that Christ’s disciples must 
praise God in song, and that they may do so as a body.  But there are a lot of other decisions to make!  We 
have hundreds of thousands of texts and tunes to choose from, in dozens of different styles, we need to 
know how much to use.  How does God’s Word apply to those choices?   

Well, to answer that, just remember what music is.  Human music is human emotion translated into 
sound.  We said that this morning.  Furthermore, when the music has words, the words determine what that 
emotion is. Thus singing is emotionally-enhanced speaking.  [write on board] The music makes the ideas of 
the words more attractive, more decisive, and more memorable. 

So let’s get back to the question: what are we trying to do with our church music?  In general, we are 
trying to represent Christian Discipleship in a way that’s appropriate in a formal, group context.  And here’s 
the main point: each aspect of that discipleship can be aided with music. (speaking to God, hearing from 
Him, addressing one another)  So to decide what words we should sing, we need to ask what words we 
should speak.  And to decide what music, if any, should be in the church meeting, we need to ask what 
emotions are appropriate to the words.  And to decide how it should be sung, we need to ask what kind of 
performance is appropriate to that music and those words.  

So now the question isn’t, “Does the Bible allow us to sing this sort of text or music in church?”  
Instead we ask, “Are these words, expressed with this emotion, appropriate to the formal, corporate 
meeting of Christ’s disciples?” That is my justification for church music. The Psalms, I believe, provide an 
example of all those dimensions, but we’ll talk about that next week.  

This idea has lots and lots of implications.  We could spend a year on it.  But let’s just take one 
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illustration.  This is a decision that Christians have differed on for the last 2000 years.  Let’s see if we can 
solve it here before we’re done.   

There are two overall genres of church music.  First of all, you have church music in which the 
congregation is expressing its mind corporately, in other words, congregational song.  Second, you have 
church music where the congregation is observing a choir sing.  Which one is right?  Christians have 
debated this for millenia.  

Which one best shows, in a distilled, symbolic way, the reality of Discipleship?   
Well, based on our standards, I think both of them can be justified.  Discipleship involves the people 

listening to the words of God, speaking to God, and speaking to one another.  The other elements of the 
meeting involve these three also.  The Scripture involves us listening, the prayer involves us talking to God, 
and the preaching, and interaction, and the fellowship afterwards involves us speaking to each other.  
Singing can be all three, whether we’re listening to others, or singing ourselves. Of course, the question of 
how much of each, we aren’t likely to solve today.  

 
Let’s go over now, the words, the music, and the performance, one at a time, and see what standards we 

need.   
 
1. WORDS 
Very simply, we have to decide whether we believe them, and whether they’re appropriate for the 

occasion.   
Before we discuss them, please take warning: We’re going to be asking questions about right and 

wrong, not like and dislike.  When we ask whether something’s right, the answer might be ‘yes’ or ‘no;’ 
and whether you happen to like the thing is not the issue.  Make sure you’re not distracted by familiar 
words and pleasant music.  We should choose what to like, and then learn to like it, not find out what we 
like and then do it.  After all, I like to do 90 on the highway, but is it right? 

But more to the point, congregational singing is public confession.  Now there’s a great variety in the 
sorts of things that get sung.  The texts can illustrate various aspects of Christian discipleship: instruction, 
praise, prayer, exhortation, testimony, comfort, etc., with various emotions: joy, sorrow, reverence, 
excitement, soberness, confidence, uncertainty, etc.  But all these things are public confessions, even if 
they’re not phrased like a creed.  When we sing something, we are saying, “This we believe.  This is true, 
this is Biblical, this is important, this is necessary.”   

Can we say that about the words we sing? 
1.1. Do we believe it?  
We must examine the content (that is, the truth-claims), and the emphases of the words.   
 1.1.1. Is the content accurate?   
To put it plainly, we ought not to sing something we don’t believe is true.  The best-known example is 

in (TH 731) And Can it Be, st3 which used to say “He emptied Himself of all but love and bled for Adam’s 
helpless race.”  Well, we don’t believe that!  This is Charles Wesley, muddying the doctrine of Christ’s 
deity, and teaching universal atonement.  The reformed hymnal editors changed this line: “Humbled 
Himself because of love and bled for all His chosen race.” Another problem which the editors didn’t pick 
up is in st1 chorus. “how can it be that Thou, my God shouldst die for me?”  Well, God didn’t die!  Christ 
is God, yes, because He has the divine nature.  But it’s not the divine nature that died!  We should say, 
“Thou, my Lord” or something like that.  

(BH33) To God be the Glory 1:4.  2:4 
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(BH138) Break Thou the Bread of Life 1:3   
We could go through the entire hymnal, but we don’t have time.  
If you’re like most people --if you’re like me-- you’re ready to defend some of these words, especially if 

I happened to pick one of your favorites!  Because no matter what’s called into question, somebody’s going 
to say, “But if you look at it THIS way, you can make it out to be true, in a certain limited sense.”  In other 
words, “There must be a reason why what I like is okay.”  Well, unless I’ve missed something, that’s not 
Christian discipleship!  Shouldn’t we choose what is most clearly true and appropriate? 

In other words, if you spoke those ideas instead of singing them, everyone would expect you to qualify 
them.  And we can’t do that when you’re singing.  Therefore, I would say they should be changed or 
omitted.  

1.1.2. Is the emphasis accurate?   
Of course, no single text can say everything that’s true, even about one subject.  There isn’t even one 

passage of Scripture that does that.  But we ought to prefer texts that give a fuller and more balanced view 
of their subject, over ones that emphasize one part of it.   

Furthermore, the subjects themselves should be in a Biblical order of emphasis.  In other words, our 
whole body of hymns should prioritize themes the way the Bible does.  We shouldn’t be constantly talking 
about one theme and ignoring others.  

Emphasis is much harder to decide about.  We’re not looking at phrases, we’re looking at the thrust of 
the whole song, or a whole group of songs. In other words, every phrase may be accurate, but the whole 
song is unbalanced because it’s just about one side of the story.  

For instance, hymns about Heaven are often criticized for being escapist.  But that depends on how it’s 
talked about.  If the euphoria about Heaven isn’t brought to bear on the issues we deal with today, as in 
‘When the roll is called up yonder’ I would tend to agree.  You could balance it out with a song about 
earth’s trials, but wouldn’t it be better to sing about Heaven the way the Bible talks about it?  -as 
motivation for serving Christ down here?  After all, Heaven is not just pie in the sky bye and bye when I 
die.  True, the pie’s going to be great, but what’s it there for?  Who rests in Christ?  The saints who work in 
Christ.  (read TH 602) That’s a rather more balanced view of Heaven, I think.  

Another danger is emphasizing a less-important aspect of your subject, as in The Glory Song. (BH 497)  
(I can’t believe this song is in here.) Well you know, it will be glory for us, but that’s not what we’re going 
to be thinking about when we’re there!  “The bride eyes not her garment, but her dear bridegroom’s face!  I 
will not gaze at glory, but on the King of Grace.”  

Then, too, we are missing certain very important Biblical themes in our hymnody.  If you have a sermon 
about anything practical, like home and family or education or doing good for others, there’s not much to 
choose from and the few we have are unfamiliar.  Also, the covenant.  Also, forgiving others. Also, God’s 
discipline of His people.  Also, respecting God-ordained authority.  

In short, our hymns need to reflect the Scriptural balance of ideas.  The difference between a Biblical 
view of Heaven and Escapism is a matter of balance.  The difference between piety and pietism is a matter 
of emphasis.  The things said may all be true.  But they’re incomplete.  They should be completed; they 
should be presented in a Biblical light.   

This is especially true in the matter of salvation.  What do we believe about salvation?  The Roman 
Catholics believe something distinct about it, and they sing accordingly.  The reformation recovered a 
distinct, and I believe Biblical, way to describe each aspect of salvation.  The reformers and their heirs sang 
accordingly.  And the so-called Second Great Awakening also had a distinctive view of salvation.  And 
those revivalists sing thousands of hymns that express their view.  But a lot of reformed Christians, who 
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don’t hold that view, sing those hymns as well.  I had a long illustration here that I need to leave out 
because of time.  

Basically, if it’s not okay to speak, it’s not okay to sing. 
1.2. Is it appropriate? 
When we ask a question about what is appropriate in one category, the answer only applies to that 

category.  Just because something should be excluded from the Sunday meeting doesn’t mean it should be 
excluded from existence.   

Besides, our answers are usually more complicated than that.  There are degrees of appropriateness. 
 1.2.1. Is it formal corporate confession? 
Is it appropriate to sing words of individual experience in the congregation?  Some have argued that 

songs which say ‘I’ should be sung only by individuals.  For the congregation, the songs are either re-
worded with ‘we,’ or eliminated.  That has some immediate sense. True, it would eliminate a great number 
of the Psalms.  But should we sing all the Psalms congregationally?  There’s no command to sing every 
single one of them.  Plus, the emphasis on ‘I’ instead of ‘we’ reflects a shift from covenantal thinking to 
individualistic thinking, which we have problems with.  At least, that’s the objection.  

It seems to me that we need to draw a few distinctions here.  First, the problem is not so much that 
we’re saying ‘I,’ as that what the ‘I’ is testifying may not be true of everyone.  However, most uses of the 
word ‘I’ could be used of the congregation speaking of itself, as when we confess the Apostle’s Creed: “I 
believe in God the Father.”  This is the whole church, as one, confessing.  And if one individual disagrees, 
he just needs to keep quiet at that point.  

But more importantly, is this ‘I’ the subject of the song, or just the observer?  (397) I sought the Lord is 
describing a past event which all Christians will be able to echo.  And the song itself is not about ‘I’ at all, 
it’s a description of God’s predestination, and the awe and wonder of the song is entirely directed towards 
God.  But “Heaven came down and glory filled my soul” is all about ‘I.’ Everything ‘He’ does is in 
reference to good old no.1! 

In short, I believe it matters more whether the thrust of the whole song is appropriate, than if it says ‘I’ 
instead of ‘we.’   

Another consideration of appropriateness has to do with the ‘weight’ of the songs.  Are they really 
saying anything?  I would tentatively say that it might be fitting for a bunch of Christians to sing ‘I’ll fly 
away... ’ or ‘I have decided to follow Jesus....’ in the bus on a long trip.  But, I don’t think they have enough 
substance to be part of corporate formal discipleship.  At least, not the kind we want to have.   

Another question: Is it appropriate to sing songs of evangelism in the Sunday morning meeting?  Is this 
meeting for unbelievers?  Discipleship is not the same as evangelism. 

 1.2.2. Is it understandable? 
Does the song use words and phrases that are archaic?  Is the word order so convoluted that the sense is 

not plain on one reading?  If so, then unless the leader explains it, the congregation is ‘confessing’ vain and 
empty sounds, as Paul says, “you will be speaking into the air.” For instance, though we sing them often, 
who knows what these words mean? ‘succor’ ‘Sabaoth’ ‘Ebenezer’ ‘oblation’ ‘paschal’ just to name a few.  
We use God’s Word in a language no one speaks anymore, because in our preaching we take the time to 
explain what those words mean.  In hymns, no one does.  Perhaps we ought to.  

Sometimes expressions are just odd, and though we understand the words, the phrase has little meaning. 
‘The shadow of a mighty Rock within a weary land’?  Maybe I’m just showing my ignorance, but I can’t 
think what that has to do with the cross of Jesus.   

Sometimes we don’t realize what we’ve sung if the word order is inverted.  “Lo, the good shepherd for 
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the sheep is offered; the slave hath sinned and the Son hath suffered; for man’s atonement, while he nothing 
heedeth, God intercedeth.”  These are very powerful words, and they bear reflection as a poem.  But if you 
sing them, you may not realize you’ve said, “While man didn’t care, God interceded to atone for him.”  
That’s not a poetic way to say it, and I’m not faulting the poem, but we MUST know the meaning of what 
we’re singing.  

Now, part of the problem is just that we aren’t paying attention.  Did you ever realize, for instance, that 
‘Thy justice, like mountains high soaring above’ was supposed to be connected with ‘Thy clouds which are 
fountains of goodness and love.’?  You’ve got the mountains above the clouds!  And did you ever stop to 
reflect on what those mountains and clouds are supposed to represent?  Grammatically, the phrase leaves a 
lot to be desired, and I daresay few of the congregation would be able to put it in their own words.  It’s just 
a collection of nice-sounding words.   

So much for the lyrics.  I’m not condemning these, but we need to ask the questions.  
 
2. MUSIC 
With music, I believe we have only one question: does it fit the words?  That may seem obvious, but 

you know, we could ask, “Is it familiar?”  Or, “Is it popular?”  Or “Is it catchy?”  Or “Do I like it?”  Or “Is 
it beautiful?”  And those questions will come up along the way; they’re not irrelevant.  But the words rule.  
So I’m going to take you through the choices we need to make in picking the music to go along with our 
words.   

 But in order to talk about music, we need to know a few technical terms.  While I go over them, I’ll ask 
what each one has to do with the words.   

I find it helpful to talk about music as Melody and Harmony and Tone Quality.  I’ll won’t say much 
about Tone Quality unless I have time at the end: I would talk about it a lot if I was teaching you how to 
sing, but we’re talking about what to sing.  

 
2.1. Melody 
Let’s say I’ve got a set of words I think is appropriate for the church to sing, and I want music for it.  

First I need a melody.  Now, what’s a melody?  A melody is any succession of pitches.  It’s a bunch of 
notes in a row.  There are five ways I have to organize these notes. 

 
 2.1.1. Tunefulness First and most important, is the melody tuneful?  The question may surprise since 

most people think that a melody is the same as a tune.  But tune is a specific type of melody: a tune is 
singable.  In other words, the easier it is for a human voice to produce, the more tuneful it is.  Since all 
church music has words, my melody has to be tuneful.   

And what makes a melody singable?  Is it just a matter of ease?   
Yes, there are some melodies the human voice simply can’t sing.  And of course they’re out of the 

question.  But some tunes are more tuneful than others.   It’s is a matter of predictability and variety. The 
more predictable a tune is, the easier it is to sing.  You can see this when you become familiar with a tune.  
Once you know it, it’s easier to sing it, because it’s all predictable.  So a tune that’s predictable even when 
we’ve never heard it, is going to be pretty singable.   

But if it’s too predictable, who would want to sing it?  It gets boring.  So the tune needs to do some 
things we don’t expect.  But they can’t be senseless things or we’ll never understand the tune.  They need to 
be things that make sense once we know them.   

So a good tune needs to avoid being too predictable and thus boring on the one hand, and too 
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unpredictable and thus unsingable on the other.   
Of course, what people expect changes over time.  We expect a tune today to do certain things which no 

one expected 500 years ago, and vice versa.  But certain expectations haven’t changed, because the human 
voice hasn’t changed. For instance, steps are easier to sing than skips.  And that certain skips are easier to 
sing than others.  There are other elements which make a tune predictable, or more interesting on the other 
hand.   

But basically, I need to ask, for this set of words, do I want a melody that is predictable and reassuring 
but not quite so interesting?  Or a tune that’s more unexpected and creative?   

 
2.1.2. Mode  Next I need to ask, what mode am I going to use?   
What is a mode?  A mode is a certain collection of pitches which composers choose from.  There are an 

infinite number of pitches available.  Even within the octave (b to b) the human ear can distinguish between 
thousands of possible pitches.  Which of those thousands of pitches should be used?  Well, musicians have 
whittled these options down to 12, represented by the black and white keys on a piano. [play].  But most 
tunes don’t use all 12, but only 5 or 6 or 7 or 8 of those pitches.  Each collection of pitches is called a scale.   

The most typical scales you’ll hear are major Cwm Rhondda… minor Ebenezer… and pentatonic 
Foundation which is an shrunken form of major.  But there are others (Phrygian, Lydian, Israeli) which 
make their own interesting sounds.  

Each of these modes has its own feel, and as a composer or tune selector I need to ask, which mode has 
the right feeling for this set of words?  It depends a little bit on what the singers are used to, but in this day 
and age, we’ve all heard such a variety of music, that almost nothing would be shocking or hard to get used 
to.   

 
2.1.3. Rhythm Next I need to ask, how long should each note be?  I need to pick a rhythm which is 

appropriate to the words, but is also not awkward.  My first choice is whether the music will have a basic 
rhythmic pulse, that doesn’t change much through the whole tune.  This is called a meter.  Will the tune be 
metered?  4/4 timing for Ebenezer.  3/4 for Azmon  In other words, there’s not the same amount of notes in 
each measure, but there’s the same amount of time.  Or will it be unmetered?  In other words, should the 
rhythm of the words determine the rhythm of the music, so there is no repeated pattern of rhythmic pulse?  
Psalm 41 Anglican Chant.   

But wait, there’s more.  If I do have a basic rhythmic pulse, what’s it going to be, 2 or 3 or 4 or 5, or 
some combination?  Will it change during the song?  And if it stays the same, will the notes of the tune 
reinforce that pulse, or not?  If not, that’s called syncopation. Ein Feste Burg.  We have a note between the 
beats, and a beat with no note.  It briefly violates that expectation of the pulse.  The same thing happens in 
PWM. He came from heaven to earth.  Almost all the syllables are off the beat.  

All these different rhythms have different effects.  A steady 4 beat rhythm can sound determined, a 
jerky rhythm can sound excited if it’s fast, or uncertain if it’s slower, certain types of syncopation sound 
carefree and relaxed and others sound jolly, a steady 3 beat rhythm can sound gentle like a lullaby or 
chipper like a waltz, etc.  Which do I want for these words?   

 
2.1.4. Word Placement Next I need to ask, how do I line up the words with the music?  In other words, 

am I going to have one note per syllable, or several notes per syllable?  If I have one note per syllable, that’s 
called a syllabic tune.  Doxology  If I have have singing several notes while on one syllable, that’s called a 
melisma, and the tune is melismatic.  St Clement and Angels We have Heard Refrain. 



9 
 
 
 
 

Psalter Defense 2 Church Music Ethics 
 

This makes a huge difference to the words I’m setting to music.  The syllabic settings are more like 
teaching or reciting.  A melismatic tune is more like exulting or expressing the passion of the words. What 
do these words need? 

 
2.1.5. Form Repetition I also need to decide whether any parts of the tune will be repeated. Am I going 

to have new music composed the whole way through, that is, a Through-Composed setting?  Plainchant is 
through-composed, and so is the Psalm 130 setting in the CP.  Or am I going to repeat the whole melody?  
If the words I have are divided into stanzas, it makes sense to repeat the whole melody to each stanza, that’s 
called a Strophic setting.  Hymns are nearly all strophic.  The same music is used several times.   

Which is best for these lyrics?  Well, if they are in stanzas, everyone expects a strophic setting.  But it’s 
often hard to find a single tune which is right for every phrase of every stanza.  So then we might compose 
music all the way through.  That’s the best way to express the words, but them the tune is much longer and 
harder to learn.  

But wait, there’s more.  Even if whole setting is strophic, so that the whole tune is repeated verbatim 
several times, some phrases of the melody may be repeated also.  There are lots of possible patterns here.  
The doxology doesn’t repeat any material.  Each phrase is unique.  Ein Feste Burg repeats some. ...  
ABABCDEFB.  Then you’ve got tunes with lots of repetition, like Come Thou Fount or There is a 
Fountain.  

Each of these choices affects the feel and flow of the whole song.  Which am I going to prefer?  
 
There are the basic choices I have for making the right melody.  However, if I decide to use a tune that 

someone else already wrote, I need to ask another question: is this tune already connected to another set of 
words?  If it is, I would say, don’t use it.  Music is the most conservative force in a church culture (or in any 
subculture).  Word-music associations greatly strengthen the heritage we’re trying to pass on.  Just try to 
change the music in any local church and you’ll find out.  I think we should use that conserving force for 
our benefit.  Memorable music can help make the words a part of our lives, and good music helps us 
appreciate God’s world better.  When a set of words are well-matched to a tune, you’d need to have some 
pretty good reasons for breaking that association.  If you have new words are much better than the usual 
words, or they are much better suited to that tune, okay.  But not just, “we’d like to sing these words and we 
don’t feel like looking for and learning another tune.” 

 
But even when the melody is settled, there’s still the question of harmony. 
 
2.2. Harmony 
Am I going to give this tune to the world just like it is, or dress it up?  Would it be more attractive and 

more memorable if there were other notes going along with it?  If so, which notes?  That is Harmony.  As I 
pick out other notes to along with my tune, I have four questions to ask.  

 
 2.2.1. Voicings First, should there be any harmony, or should I just have one melody going?  That 

would be called monophony, or monophonic settings: just the plain melody.  It’s sung by one voice, or by 
all the voices singing the same notes at the same time.  This was extremely common in past centuries and 
extremely rare today.  Most monophonic tunes from ancient times are usually printed in our books with 
some kind of harmony, because that’s what we’re used to.  But a good tune, well made, sounds beautiful 
and can stand up on its own.  
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I could have several melodies going at once, that would be called  polyphony, or polyphonic music.  
Each part of the music has a tune, and when you put them all together, they blend.  This is not likely unless 
we’ve got really good singers, usually in a choir.   

The only thing you’re likely to hear is homophony, where one melody is prominent, with the other parts 
supporting, or emphasizing, that melody.  They are less important.  They serve the melody.   

So our real choice is not whether to have harmony, but whether the harmony will be just instrumental, 
or if it should be sung.  I think that if you can sing harmony, you should, but that’s a huge subject that 
would take another lecture.  

By the way, another matter of terms: if I choose homophony or polyphony, what are all the parts called?  
Well, human voices split nicely into 4 parts: so most vocal harmony has the high-voiced women and 
children on the top, called soprano.  Lower-voiced ladies and kids below that called alto.  The higher 
voiced men sing below that called tenor, and the lower-voiced men sing the lowest part, the bass.    

So what’s the best choice for these words?  Well, these days we would feel that simple monophony was 
so unusual that if you used it, you would be putting a very strong emphasis on the words.  Maybe 
sometimes you need that.  However, the choice really has more to do with how I expect the song to be used.  
I would choose a melody that can stand alone without any harmony, unless I know that harmony will 
always be used.  There are some tunes that work very well with harmony but are rather dull by themselves.  
I wouldn’t use such a tune if there was going to be harmony.  

 
 2.2.2. Melody Placement  Next I decide, if I pick homophony, and I want the people to sing harmony, 

who sings the melody?  This is a pretty easy decision.  It’s either the top part, or a middle part.  It’s never 
the bottom part.  It sounds horrible to have melody that low.   

Why would it matter?  In the past, the melody has nearly always been given to the upper male voices.  
Nowadays it’s nearly always given to the soprano.  Why has it changed?  I hope to get into that next week.  

 
2.2.3. Harmonic Rhythm. Next I need to ask, how quickly will the harmony change?  All the harmony 

notes I put under each melody note are called a chord.  How many chords shall I use?  Will there be a new 
one for every note? Praise to the Lord, the Almighty  In fact, for the next to last note in this phrase, the 
composer used three different chords for one note!  This is a fast harmonic rhythm.  What a Friend We 
Have in Jesus, uses four chords for the first 15 notes.  There are very few chords, and a slow harmonic 
rhythm.  

Again, which is best for these words?  They are appropriate for different types of lyric.  
 
2.2.4.  The last decision I make is what Harmonic Language to use.  In other words, what sort of chords 

shall I pick.  This is very hard to describe, and I don’t want to confuse you since I’m not trying to teach you 
to be composers.  So I’m not going to try.  I think you’ll be able to tell the difference just by listening.  I’m 
going to tell you what the five general types of harmonic language are, and illustrate each.   

1. Early, modal.  These relied heavily on the notes of the modes to help them decide what chords to use.  
They sound distinctive. Genevan 41.  CC Psalm 13 

2. Common practice.  From 1600 to 1900, most music used the major mode and the minor mode, with 
fairly stable and ordinary direction to their harmonic progression.  Praise to the Lord.  This is My Father’s 
World. Among a hundred thousand examples.   

3. Folk hymn.  Most folk music didn’t have harmony unless it was already influenced by the common 
practice music, and when it was, the harmony reflected the c.p. harmony.  But some folk traditions, esp. in 
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America, used harmony that paid more attention to whether each harmony part was interesting to sing than 
how well it blended with all the other parts.  Some odd sounds resulted. Amanda.  

4. Modern.  During the 20th century, hymns were often harmonized using very odd chords, some of 
them very unstable and not resolved.  Composers got to liking the sound of certain chords for their own 
sake, regardless of how they was connected to the ones around it.  Purer than Purest Pure.  Come to the 
Water  

5. Contemporary. Popular music has a different sound still.  In the 50s and 60s, the chords were pretty 
simple, and derived from the common practice music.  But as CCM and PWM music developed, more and 
more unusual chords are used, usually just as much for their individual sound as their connections.  They 
are not startling or bracing chords, but they don’t stick within the scale as rigidly as the common practice 
music did.  “I know a place”  “I‘m so secure” 

By the way, most of the modern hymns and the contemporary songs are written to be sung in unison. In 
other words, the people only sing the melody, and instruments provide the harmony.  But on the other hand, 
many of the ancient tunes which use ‘early’ harmony were also written to be sung in unison, and without 
any harmony at all.   

 
So much for harmony.  Now we’ve got our words, our tune and our harmony.  Now, what are going to 

do with them? 
 
3. PERFORMANCE 
Talking about performance brings up two subjects: I want to list our options for how to do the music, 

and exhort us all to do it better.   
 3.1. I’ll need to skip the options.  There’s a lot to say and I’d like to say it, but we don’t have time.   
 3.2. So on to the exhortations.  I started with four: choose it, learn it, sing it well, and live by it.  I can 

summarize them by saying: choose well and worship well. 
     3.2.1.  First let’s talk about worship.  You and I must worship the Lord, and we must worship Him 

in a certain way.  Now, anyone else teaching on this topic would have started out talking about worship, 
and made that the basis for all the arguments.  I haven’t.  In fact, I have deliberately avoided the word and 
the topic. 

The word worship is used about the church meeting as a whole, and it’s also used to refer to the music 
portion of that meeting.  I think the word is a bad choice for either, since the Bible uses it to refer to an 
attitude we’re supposed to have all the time, and it should be shown by certain actions which we’re 
supposed to do all the time.  So that’s why I don’t use the word much.  

But it applies here, and it works well as a summary.  We are commanded to worship God all the time, 
and we must show it in everything we do, including the distilled, symbolic way we use in formal 
discipleship with the local body of Christ.  And our duty with every aspect of that service, including the 
singing, is the same as it is with every aspect of life.   

Namely, we must prepare for it, and we must do it well.   
        3.2.1.1. Our duty doesn’t begin and end Sunday morning.  We need to prepare for everything we 

do, including church music. 
How do you prepare?   
            3.2.1.1.1. First of all, we need to think about it and study it. In other words, as I like to say, 

Know what you are doing, and why you are doing it.  And that’s what all these classes are supposed to be 
about.  You should know what you’re doing: what you’re singing and why you’re singing it, both words 
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and music.  And you should know why you are doing it the way you are doing it. How do you find out?  By 
studying it and talking about it.  You’re getting my take on it, and hopefully you’ll get other perspectives in 
the future.  You’ll understand it a lot better if you also talk with other people about it: your family and 
friends, and your church leaders.  Prepare to do your duty by thinking about it: that is, by studying it and 
discussing it.  

We need to pay close attention to the words we’re singing. This is not easy!  Most people don’t pay 
much attention to the words.  I know I don’t.  We will give an account for every word we speak, even if we 
weren’t thinking about them. And even if we were singing them.   

            3.2.1.1.2. Second, we need to practice it.   But how do you practice congregational singing, 
besides just doing it?  I can think of three ways.  You can listen to the sort of music you’ll be singing, so 
you’re familiar with it.  Too much familiarity breeds contempt, it’s true.  But not enough familiarity breeds 
distraction and boredom.  There are plenty of recordings available.  Find a recording of any less-familiar 
tunes, so that when they are sung on a Sunday, you can look at the words and not be distracted by trying to 
figure out a new tune.  

You can also practice by singing alone.  If you have a private time of Scripture reading and prayer, that 
would be an appropriate time to sing an entire hymn out loud.  If you know in advance what hymns are 
going to be sung on the next Sunday, you can sing through them and consider the words.   

It’s wise to sing with others in a group, when you have the chance, either informally just for fun, or as 
part of a choir or chorus.  This admittedly is something that not just anyone could initiate, but it’s the best 
kind of practice, short of the real thing.  And it turns out that even the real thing, the congregational singing, 
is sometimes practice anyway, so you’re excused if you practice Sunday morning as well.  But Sunday 
morning is more properly the time to Do what you’ve practiced, because if someone makes a mistake, you 
aren’t all going to start over again, like you would in practicing.  

So that leads us to the next element of Worshipping Well in Song:  
        3.2.1.2. Do it well.  Namely, sing the words and the music clearly and with the proper emotion.  

You might say, yeah, Michael, we know that.  But I’ve been surprised to hear good Christians object to it: 
Music shouldn’t need commanded, Louis Benson says, it should be the outgrowth of a joyful heart.  And 
this is true.  Singing should grow out of our delight in the ways and acts of God.  And if it does, it will be 
done well, probably, eventually.  But if you say that, aren’t you setting duty and delight as opposites?  If 
you delight in it, you won’t need to be assigned the duty.  This is a very common attitude which folks have 
towards the whole Christian life.  We need to say a few things about it.   

For one thing, duty and delight aren’t opposites.  It’s our duty to delight in righteousness, and in our 
gratitude we delight in our duty to be righteous.  They are different things: the duty is the list of rules, and 
the delight is the enthusiasm we have for it.  One is a choice, the other a feeling.  But in real life, they must 
always go together.  If you don’t delight, you aren’t doing your whole duty, and if you aren’t doing your 
duty, you aren’t truly delighting in God.   

Also, look again at the passages about delighting in God.  “Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly.”  
“Sing praises to the Lord, for it is pleasant.”  These are commands.  They are duties.   

Also, even if we delight to do our duty, we won’t automatically do it as well as we could.  We still need 
to be educated, because we’re not perfect.  We still need to be sanctified.  Yes, we want to do it 
spontaneously.  But we need to be prepared.  Does that seem like a contradiction?  Well, you can be 
prepared in general, so that you can do well spontaneously.  For instance, you can pray out loud whatever 
comes to your mind, but it’s far more likely to be helpful and edifying if you have done your duty and 
prayed in the past, about those issues and others.  It doesn’t matter.  If you’re familiar with the terrain, by 
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preparation, you’ll know where to go and what to do when you’re plopped in the middle of it without 
warning.   

So, what is the duty of church music that we are supposed to delight in?  How should we do it well? 
This is a very big subject.  I have a couple classes and a long paper on it.  Here I need to compress it 

into a few minutes.  All I have time for are a few comments on John Wesley‘s Rules. [Pass out copies]  I 
think should be reviewed regularly by congregations, and probably printed in the front of every hymnal.  
(With a few minor revisions.)  Hopefully this will give you an idea of the breadth of the topic, as well as 
some details you can take and use in your own singing.  

***** 
Some of that I’ve already covered.  
So, worship well.  It’s your first and biggest duty to God in connection to church music.  The better you 

do it, the readier you’ll be for your other duty, which I’ll conclude with,  
     3.2.2. choose well.   
I’ve talked about this one before.  Do you realize how much you all are going to change the church 

music of the next 50 to 100 years?  Not very much.  But more than you might think.    
At some point, to some extent, each of you will have some influence in what music the church uses.  If 

you are ever involved with making immediate decisions, or married to someone who is, the influence is 
obvious.  Or if you are involved in long-term decisions, such as what hymnal to use, or picking someone to 
select the music, you obviously have even more say, which makes it even more important to know what 
you believe, what you think should be done, and why.   

But even outside of those situations, you will be influencing in other ways.  You can express approval, 
or you can question, the current music, or words, or performance.  You can discuss it with the one who 
makes the decisions.  At the hymn sing, don’t just request your favorites, but pick the sort of music you 
think should be used.  You can also vote with your wallet, by buying and loaning out recordings of the sort 
you wish to see more of.  (Like in everything, you can do the most by encouraging what you approve.)  And 
of course, if you have children, which most people do, you can shape their tastes and their beliefs by what 
you delight in and spend time with -what you listen to and what you sing.  

All this takes time, of course.  I don’t mean a few years, either.  I mean a few generations.  For instance, 
at my church, I’ve worked as hard as I could to replace gospel songs with hymns and Psalms, and I’ve had a 
lot of tools at my disposal.  I’ve almost never picked what I disapproved of, of course, even though most 
folks still like it.  I’ve tried to encourage learning new tunes and words I think are good.  And I’ve worked 
hard at distributing recordings toward the same goal.  But at the request times I’ve gotten mostly gospel 
songs, which I think are the lowest priority.  It’s encouraging that most of those requests come from adults, 
and the young people seem to be coming around to better quality.  But all told, the impact has been very 
small.   

And even that’s only one step towards the ultimate goal, which we’ll talk about next week: we need to 
produce a type of music and text for the future which takes the best of the past and improves on it.  Every 
little bit helps.  These lectures, as you probably guessed by now, are just one way for me to pass on my 
criteria, for evaluating church music of the past and for what needs to be done in the future.  It’s 
propaganda, and I’m not ashamed of it, if it’s Biblical.  And whether it’s Biblical is for you all to decide. 

Thank you.  Let’s close in prayer.  


