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Music in Corporate Christian Worship

It is a well-established tradition in the universal church that the body of believers should gather on a regular basis to praise the Almighty. This tradition dates back to the early church, having been discussed by Paul in several of his letters to churches. Acts chapter 2 describes an early worship service containing both a sermon by Peter as well as the group’s participation in the Eucharist. Jewish worship of the day included music, as is evident in many of the Biblical Psalms written expressly for a worship service. Since Christ is the fulfillment of the Jewish faith, it is natural that their musical tradition be brought forward into the universal church. The text of Ephesians 5:18-20 further supports this premise, saying
(18) And do not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation, but be filled with the Spirit, (19) speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody with your heart to the lord; (20) always giving thanks for all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God, even the Father;
where Verse 19 shows that the tradition was in fact carried forward through to the early Church. According to Acts 16:25, Paul and Silas “were praying and singing hymns of praise to God” during their imprisonment. Music is encouraged throughout the Bible as a means of praising God, ergo it certainly has a place in modern worship. Second Chronicles chapter 20 records an example of a powerful response from the Lord to worship music:

(21)  And when he [Jehoshaphat] had consulted with the people, he appointed those who sang to the Lord and those who praised Him in holy attire, as they went out before the army and said ‘Give thanks to the Lord, for His lovingkindness is everlasting’ (22) And when they began singing and praising, the Lord set ambushes against the sons of Ammon, Moab, and Mount Seir destroying them completely, and when they had finished with the inhabitants of Seir, they helped to destroy one another.” 

While not necessarily a response that should be expected of all worship, this demonstrates the power of music as a means of worship. However, the presence of the restrictions and regulations pertaining to temple musicians found in 1 Chronicles suggests that care is required when selecting both music and musicians for a worship service. 1 Chronicles 15:16 records that
Then King David Spoke to the chiefs of the Levites to appoint their relatives the singers, with instruments of music, harps, lyres, loud-sounding cymbals, to raise sounds of joy.

Unfortunately, in recent years there has been a tendency to simply use whatever music and musicians are available and popular in worship. An additional and typically unconsidered matter is the attitudes of the musicians during their performances in worship services. 

For the purposes of this thesis, music will be examined in only the Western tradition, both in terms of churches as mentioned previously, and the styles of music examined. Western music is the most familiar and most prevalent in Western church traditions. In that context, two major branches of music will be explored and defined. The first of these is that of the traditional hymn. Such music will be referred to simply as hymns, and is exemplified by the music present in common hymnals such as Hymns for the Living Church, found mostly amongst nondenominational congregations, and The Lutheran Hymnal. Another style of music that will be discussed frequently is that of the “praise chorus,” here used to mean music drawn from the style popularized in the folk and classic rock movements beginning in the 1960s.

This thesis will intentionally analyze only the high-church tradition of Eucharist-centered worship and the closely related forms of worship found in many Baptist and nondenominational congregations. The focus of such a service in the former tradition is the distribution of the elements. In the related forms of worship found outside the high church setting, the focus on the Eucharist is replaced with a focus on the exegetical preaching of the Scriptures. These two foci, while seemingly disparate in nature, actually serve functionally similar purposes. That purpose is feeding the believers and giving them the means to have a fulfilling and meaningful spiritual relationship with God, either through encouragement of spiritual growth with exegesis or with the tangible reminder of God’s grace. This should bring them closer to Him through that which is held to be the greatest representation of His love for His people. Worship simply for its own sake-- that of worshipping the almighty, while not without its place, will not be the focus here. Due to different attitudes inherent in the change in thrust from spiritual growth to worship, this thesis will have little application to such services. 
Worship thus defined commonly uses music, taken initially from the Hebraic tradition and carried forward through many political and economic changes. In recent times, however, music in worship has changed fairly dramatically. As modern musical trends have evolved, the music of the church began to feel outdated to some churchgoers. Not all outside influences on church music have been negative, but certain styles of music almost never have any place in worship. This comes in part from the emotional aspect of music. Music, as will be discussed, evokes different emotions in people and only certain emotional qualities should be encouraged in worship.
As an example, few would find it appropriate to use the music of the Christian metal group Demon Hunter as part of corporate worship. Naturally, Demon Hunter is by no means a mainstream musical style, yet they do regularly produce Christian lyrics. Common practice would not see their music used in worship, demonstrating that there are certain styles of music that are not welcome in worship. This fact requires that all music be carefully examined and the appropriate weighing mechanisms be found such that future worship services may be consistent with the existing traditions. This is not to say that the suitability of the music comes from the tradition itself. Rather, the nature of the traditions comes from a variety of elements of a musical performance and will be investigated in more detail now.
 Music contains three major components that must be analyzed separately: the lyrics, the musical writing, and the performance itself. The performance being a separate component from the written music is analogous to the content of a sermon and its delivery being judged separately. For example, a preacher will not be effective for the ministry if his sermons are delivered so poorly that they become incomprehensible. Each of these components must be analyzed separately and completely to have a meaningful picture of what makes music acceptable for worship.

The text of a musical work is its most readily analyzed factor, needing only relatively limited examination here. Lyrics to be used for praising the Lord in any musical style must be scripturally sound and draw at least in some way from the scriptures. This standard is satisfied in nearly all music used in worship, yet there are still some potential stumbling blocks in this area. In general, words to be used as part of worship should find some basis in the Scriptures given to us by God. In addition to needing basis in the Scriptures, the words to be used in worship songs should not take the texts out of context. There are several ways of taking the Bible out of context, and each will be examined in turn.
First among the dangers of drawing from Scripture is the danger of taking a given text out of context. Many lines of scripture can lead to varied forms of heresy, major or minor, from failing to remember its context. One such type of contextual disregard is taking verses that are intended for the individual and applying them to the church body as a whole. The songs used in worship indirectly expose the congregation to hermeneutics and therefore all lyrics used should be sound from a hermeneutical basis, just as should any other application of the Scripture. Care must be taken to ensure that when Scripture is applied in song, it is taken with its full context so as to not permit development of improper teaching or understanding. Many praise choruses and hymns have lyrics which center on the singer or poet rather than the Lord they purport to worship. These lyrics should have no place in a worship service, as they are contrary to the nature of the focus on God and Christ. Music used in a service should be carefully checked in order to verify that they do not fall under this category. Songs drawing upon a single verse for their entire thematic development run the risk of taking a verse isolated from its actual context. This type of text misuse is frequently manifested in refer to individuals and attempt to apply them in a corporate setting.

A hymn that makes this mistake is “I’ll Tell the World That I’m a Christian” from Hymns for the Family of God. The text of the hymn is derived from the words of Romans 1:16 where Paul states “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation and to everyone who believes it, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.” The application of the text is reasonable hermeneutically, as the words do refer to an individual not denying God publicly. The hymn text focuses on the poet’s steadfast refusal to hide his Christian faith, as seen here in the words of the first stanza:

I’ll tell the world that I’m a Christian

I’m not ashamed His name to bear;

I’ll tell the world that I’m a Christian

I’ll take him with me anywhere

I’ll tell the world how Jesus saved me,

and how He gave me a life brand-new;

And I know that if you trust Him

That all He gave me He’ll give to you.

I’ll tell the world that He’s my Savior,

No other one could love me so;

My life, my all is His forever,

And where He leads me I will go.

While a commendable sentiment for a believer, this hymn has little place in a reverent service focused on the Almighty, as neither the body as a whole nor the lord are the focus of the lyrics. Corporate worship by its very nature should not direct any particularly large amount of attention onto anything but the almighty and His gifts and grace towards the body.

Musical style and quality is altogether more complicated. What makes music sound good is highly subjective, and which styles are welcome in worship is highly controversial. Musical style is one of the areas of worship music most heavily influenced by personal tastes, and many people develop particular tastes in music outside the church. Nothing is necessarily wrong with secularly developed tastes in music, but care must be taken in order to not apply the secular “logic” of “I like it, therefore it’s good” to the selection of music for church. As previously mentioned, Christian bands do produce many different styles of music, with Demon Hunter’s metal being a more extreme sample. Christian music comes in all styles, ranging from classical to metal.

Although at first glance reasonable, rejecting music because it comes from a non-Christian tradition is an insufficient basis for selection. If this should become the means of selection for musical styles, then relatively little would be welcome in the church as compared to what has been acceptable for many years. During the Reformation many congregations rejected the music provided by the Catholic Church and borrowed from the contemporary styles of their day. 

Music theory offers a tempting mechanism for analyzing music’s utility in worship, yet it has a flaw. Music theory frequently changes, and typically reflects common practice in music at the time. Schoenberg’s music had a great impact on music theory, contributing many new additions to the field. The elementary music theory most widely taught and understood today shows what is acceptable primarily in classical music, and while it does produce music which sounds agreeable to most individuals, it fails to capture certain less tangible elements of music and would prevent use of new styles of music that exhibit some kind of major stylistic changes. The music of Bach often deviates greatly from the established rules of counterpoint, yet few would argue against the use of Bach’s sacred works in worship.

All worship music must be well crafted, whatever its genre. This requirement for well crafted music clearly comes from the fact that anything present at a worship service should be seen as an offering to the Lord, and offering anything but the finest to Him is improper. To be well crafted, music must at a minimum meet standards of excellence on the musical structure. These standards of musical structure will vary depending on the style of music. The differences in structure define why jazz sounds different from classical, and those differences mean that the definition of well crafted will change with the style of music. Additionally, when music is set to words, the words of the music should have a sound rhythmic structure. The meter of the poetry should fit well with this structure. Sadly, much of the music played today is not well crafted. Awkward fitting of lyrics to music is simply one example of how this trend manifests itself. Repetitive chord progressions and static melodies are also fairly characteristic of the pop genre as a whole, Christian or not.

Poetry and music both have lyrical structure, and for music with lyrics to meet a standard of excellence, these structures must fit well. The rhythmic structure of the syllables in the poetry used must align so that the high points in the music match with textual highs, providing emphasis to the text such that the message of the text is delivered with more force than it would otherwise carry. Poorly synchronized music will detract from the text, rather than assisting in its overall forcefulness and message. Hymnals usually contain an index of hymns by their metrical structure. This index shows the reader which tunes are likely to be at least metrically workable with other hymns should a substitution become desirable. As an example of this is the hymn “Be Still, My Soul”
 which is commonly sung to the tune “Finlandia.” According to The Lutheran Hymnal, the metrical index of “Finlandia” is 10.10.10.10.10.10, which happens to be the same as the metrical index of the tune “Yorkshire” which is “Christians, Awake, Salute the Happy Morn”
 in the same hymnal. This means that either tune may be used for both texts and the poetic structure will line up correctly to make the song possible to sing on at least a basic level. 

One example of a praise chorus which is rhythmically challenging to sing is the song “I’m Forever Grateful,” taken from the keyboard edition of Songs for Praise and Worship. This song was not chosen because it is a praise chorus, but rather because it is fairly well-known in Protestant circles and demonstrates the message of good rhythmic structure in singability well. The line of text containing difficult rhythms occurs right at the beginning. The phrase “You did not wait for me to draw near to you”
 starts with an eighth note pickup, which is easy to sing. However, the following rhythm of 16th-note followed by dotted eighth is uncommon and difficult for many amateur musicians to play correctly. Also, at the typical tempo for the song, the first two words of “But You clothed Yourself…”
 are both short and difficult for untrained vocalists to enunciate clearly and potentially frustrating for a congregation.

Another example from the same source is the tune “Come into His Presence,”
 which contains some of the same stylistic difficulties. The song divides its first beat into a 16th note followed by an eighth and another sixteenth tied to the next beat. This pattern is difficult even for many musicians with training. Expecting common churchgoers to participate in a tune with such taxing rhythms is unreasonable, and will compromise the quality of the offering to the Lord.

The rhythmic structure must fit well with the poetic structure of the lyrics or the song becomes difficult or impossible to sing. An example of this is found in the hymn “I Know Whom I Have Believed,”
 which has its own problems with singer-centeredness in the text as well as the rhythmic problems to be examined here. This hymn frequently has multiple notes to a syllable. The first line of the song is “I know not why God’s wondrous grace, To me He hath made known.”
 The problematic parts of the song rhythmically come at the words “God” and “hath made.” At both of these points, there are two eighth notes in the melody line for each syllable in the poetry. In a setting where untrained vocalists are seeking to sing something without practicing in advance, this will be quite difficult to execute. The awkwardness of the tune in this way will likely produce bad results and therefore is inadvisable to use a hymn of this musical difficulty for congregational singing. Absent the problems with the lyrics, however, a difficult to sing hymn such as this would be acceptable for use in a choir or other situation where preparation is in essence mandatory and the vocalists have at least some training. 

Music has a great emotional effect on people. The blues, for example, are commonly associated with depressing emotion, while rock and roll is usually associated with wild excitement. Joseph Green, in his book Biblical Foundations for Church Music explains quite effectively these emotional changes:
Music can express many moods besides the three described [joy, affirmation, contemplation]. Some of these are self-pity (blues), wild excitement (rock and roll), and sweet sentimentality (waltz). Since these are real moods that people feel and express in music, state why their inclusion in Christian worship is inappropriate - especially since some so-called religious songs that express them have been written.

These various moods brought on by the style of music used must be able to support the intent of the worship service. When having a service in which we are praising God for being the all powerful Creator and King of the universe, music of self-pity like the blues has no place in the service. Hymns frequently exhibit moods of joy, affirmation, and contemplation.

Tangible examples of the emotional impact of rock music abound in popular culture. Perhaps one of the more conspicuous examples of the wild excitement referred to by Green is the 1967 hit “Light My Fire” by The Doors. This song exhibits the wild excitement plainly in the lyrics when the singer’s “baby” is asked to “light my fire.” This emotional quality is common throughout the genre, and even if not explicitly present in the text will often be implied by the combination of lyrics and melody. Since the emotional intent of the genre will be present in the music, it becomes clear that music of this variety will not be welcome in worship.

An example of the blues genre and its mood of self-pity can be seen in the archetypal song “Mean Ole’ World” by B.B. King from his 1998 album Blues on the Bayou. Since this song is substantially less common in culture than “Light My Fire,” the text of the first verse is included for analysis:

This is a mean ole world

Baby, to live in all by yourself

I said a mean, mean, mean ole world

To live in all by yourself

When you can’t get the woman you're loving

Because she’s loving somebody else

These lyrics demonstrate the depressed feeling of self-pity that is stereotypical to the blues. In any cultural context where the blues are a common element, the sentiment of this poetry will almost certainly be associated with the sound of the chord progressions and overall feel that characterize the blues as a genre. Given that, barring a church where such cultural elements cannot be found, this type of music is an unacceptable element in any worship service seeking to promote reverence.

In order to be well crafted, the mood of the music as described should fit well with the text provided. The same author gives several examples from the 1956 edition of the Baptist Hymnal of hymns that fail to meet this description. Specifically, he isolates “Love Lifted Me
,” “Love is the Theme
,” and “Loyalty to Christ
” and states that

All of these match the analysis given above for the musical characteristics of joyous tunes [that is, strong accent, brisk tempo, variable rhythmic patterns, and variable melodic patterns]. Their failure lies in the fact that they lack a sense of the presence of God Almighty. More than anything else, the tunes suggest skipping, hardly an act of worship.

This allows one to assay music by its style . Interestingly, this does not prohibit all praise choruses, but merely shows that not all praise choruses should be seen as unwelcome additions to the Christian worship service. Indeed, songs of true God-centered praise with the proper attitude should be welcomed provided they meet the standards of excellence required.


An example of a song in the style of traditional hymnody which does not seem to fit with the mood of the tune is “God of Triumph” based on the Song of Deborah from Judges 5. This hymn was contrived to have a song based on the Song of Deborah for a Sunday School class. The words of the first stanza and chorus discuss the power of the Lord in their recent military victory:

See, O kings who reign from afar,

Stars and lightning marching to war,

Mountains shaking, earth is quaking,

Water as weapon flows.

O, God of triumph, God of light,

God who conquers earthly might,

Strikes the strong with His own arm,

He lifts the weak to heav’nly height.

The hymn would be fine if set to something with a mood similar to that of “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” but unfortunately it only fits metrically with the tune to “We Three Kings of Orient Are.” The tune used has joyful feel, but it isn’t joyful in the same way that a military victory implies. This example, while somewhat contrived, provides a good example of how the delivery of a hymn’s sentiment can be harmed by the tune accompanying its delivery.

Based on this standard, much of today’s contemporary music should not be used in church. Praise choruses and hymns which pull at the emotions to inspire anything but a sense of reverent awe of the Lord should be corrected or removed from the service. 

Additionally, the target audience of music should be considered. One would not expect music with non-Western harmonies to be well appreciated by a congregation primarily composed of natives of the United States. Further, the difficulty of music intended for congregational use must fit the ability of the congregation. Asking a congregation to sing a complex aria will likely produce unsatisfying results. Easier tunes avoiding large melodic leaps will allow a greater segment of the church population to participate without lowering the quality of the resulting offering. Similarly, limiting the vocal range required to sing the music will produce a better result and thus a better offering unto the Lord.

Delivery of music must also be a careful consideration when selecting the style to be performed. Preachers should be well versed in the scriptures, yet frequently we allow untrained musicians to participate or lead in worship. A member of a church that casually reads the scriptures would be unlikely to be welcomed as a preacher for corporate worship. Music is an important part of the worship service, so music should not be a second-rate offering. Musical training is indispensable for those planning and leading music in worship, as their knowledge and attitudes will impact all those working on the music ministry more than the rest of the team.

This is not meant to suggest that no “substandard” work should be used in any context. Rather, the intent here is to require that the music that is offered by the corporate body of believers to the Lord is truly representative of the best the church body as a whole has to offer. This means that even if a church member has the best of intentions and genuinely is skilled for his or her age, the contribution is only welcome in a corporate worship setting if it is genuinely representative of the best available in the group.

Quality of the performance is the most obvious factor in whether a performance is a welcome addition to the service. In I Chronicles 15:16-22, David sets aside different members of the Levites to play different instruments. These musicians would dedicate their lives to the study of a particular instrument and only they would play the instrument in the temple. Verses 17-22 record the specific assignments of different family units to specific instruments. As an example, verse 22 states that “Chenaniah, chief of the Levites, was in charge of the singing; he gave instruction in singing because he was skillful.” Each family that received these instructions was given a single type instrument to practice and perfect. Cheneniah was given the directorship of vocalists specifically because he was skillful. The logical modern-day application of this passage is that performers in churches should be as accomplished as possible. On the basis of this passage, musicians should be professionals who dedicate their lives to the study of their craft. 

This does not mean that all musicians should necessarily be professionals. Rather, the performers of the music at a corporate worship service should be the best-qualified instrumentalists and vocalists in the body. If this means that the musicians will be largely untrained, then that is the best offering available and as such should be seen as acceptable. However, if trained musicians are available, either from the church body or by hiring believers to come and offer their services, this should be preferable to otherwise potentially sub-par contributions to worship.

This requirement of training of musicians should extend to the planning of music for the service. Unless the preacher of the service has specific training in planning music for a service and is familiar with cultural implications of available musical styles, planning of music should be left to one who is more qualified. Many larger churches handle this by employing a full time minister of music, but smaller churches would be well advised to ensure that the most qualified available individual directs planning of music. Well-planned music ministries should support the ultimate aim of worship, and trained musicians are the best equipped members of the body to ensure that the music ministry can actually fulfill this goal.
 Attitudes of the musicians should also be taken into consideration. In any part of worship, those involved must be believers since the entire service is an offering unto the Lord. As such, the musicians, even if hired from outside the specific church, should be believers. If the performers cannot be participants in the service, they will likely detract from the atmosphere of worship and therefore hinder, rather than aid, the worship of the Lord.

Other attitudes are important as well. The performance in a worship service should be seen as an offering to the Lord, not a public concert for those present. The performers should attempt to be vessels for the Lord, not seek self-promotion by their performance at the church. This attitude is a difficult one to discern, but crucial to maintaining the nature of worship for all involved.

One potential contributing factor in the public perception of the attitudes of the musicians is their location. While acoustic factors must be taken into consideration, placing a soloist or group of musicians at a highly visible and central location in the sanctuary is less desirable. Doing so potentially places an increased burden on the musicians to keep attitudes of performance in check consciously, especially if they are accustomed to performances in secular settings.

The nature of attitudes required for a church service suggests that children should be restricted from many active roles of participation in the service. Based on the required humility to completely assist in the worship of the Lord, children, even those who are excellent performers, should be excluded from any solo music role in a service. Naturally, children’s choirs should probably remain a part of services when deemed appropriate since as a group children are less likely to see their role in a service as a performance and therefore more readily be a positive contribution to the service. The Anglican Church has long used boys choirs, as an example, without any particular ill effect on worship. In general, a well-trained children’s choir will be able to contribute to the service. Involving children in worship early will assist with their growth spiritually, contributing to the actions suggested by Proverbs 22:6 statement that “Train up a child in the way he should go, even when he is old he will not depart from it.” If one limited participation in the church itself to only adults, children would be less likely to develop a healthy Christian faith. It only makes sense to give them an active role in worship when possible without compromising the effectiveness of the service.
Another potential problem of any solo performer in a worship service is that, even with the right attitude in the performer, the congregation may unnecessarily focus their attention on the performance itself rather than on the offering to the Lord. Congregations should be just as careful as performers to maintain the right attitude during solo performances typically labeled “Special Music” in services. The necessity of solo offerings in corporate worship seems questionable and as such any solo offerings that can be effectively replaced with some type of group offering wherein the focus will be drawn away from the individuals and towards God.

In addition to the attitude of humility, musicians should not take the offering of music lightly. Too often, the temptation exists to not practice difficult music since it will be performed in a setting where the majority of the listeners will not be capable of discerning minor flaws in the performance. This attitude is contrary to the notion of offering the best possible to the Lord. Approaching all music to be performed at church with the goal of perfection is a requirement for a truly consistent mindset.

The selection and delivery of the music used in a corporate worship service as defined in this discussion must adhere to a set of theological and musical standards.  Many of the standards are relative to what the congregation has to offer, while others are theological absolutes. Following this set of strict guidelines will enhance the quality of worship and hopefully improve the spiritual lives of those who participate. 
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