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Introduction

Music is far more central to our lives than we per-
haps assume. We come into contact with music 
all the time—sometimes explicitly as in wor-

ship, and sometimes implicitly as with the background 
music in restaurants that you scarcely notice, and other 
times explicitly (but still thoughtlessly), as with the mu-
sic that many have loaded on their iPhone.

How can we relate the music of our worship services 
to the music we enjoy throughout our lives? Should 
there be such a relation?

Two points then, to begin with. The first is that wor-
ship is a particular kind of event, and God has fashioned 
the world in such a way that different kinds of music 
accompany different kinds of events. You don’t expect 
a Sousa march at a third-graders birthday party, you 
don’t expect a little ragtime piano piece for the offerto-
ry in church, and you don’t expect a soft string lullaby 
as the troops are assembling for battle. Occasions differ 
radically, and God has created music with the flexibili-
ty to suit virtually every kind of occasion. So when we 
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emphasize a particular kind of music in our worship of 
God, it should not be assumed from this that we dispar-
age or have contempt for other kinds of music. There is 
a time and place for virtually everything.

But there is an error that can flow from this, if we 
are not careful. We don’t want “church music” every-
where else, and we don’t want thrasher metal here. But 
there is a great danger, especially in these schizophrenic 
times, for us to assume that church music is the Lord’s 
music, and that when we go off to do our own thing, 
that all bets are off, that you can listen to whatever you 
want. But the Lordship of Christ extends throughout all 
your days, and not just on the Lord’s Day. And though 
church music is not to be every kind of music, whatever 
you listen to throughout the week should be consistent 
with what we sing here in church. Why is this? Can fresh 
water and brackish water flow from the same spring?

We are Trinitarians, and so the musical world is be-
fore us, with numerous lawful genres waiting for us—
blues, rock, jazz, classical, country, bluegrass, operatic, 
and so forth. It is a big world. But music that spits out 
hatred for God and contempt for women, to take just 
one all too common example, is not a lawful genre . . . 
and it is not consistent with the worship of God on Sun-
day morning. 



CHAPTER 1

Appropriate in Worship

We began by noting that worship is a particular 
kind of occasion, and so it requires a particu-
lar kind of music. Related to this was the point 

that not all our music has to be church music, but that 
all of it should be fundamentally consistent with what 
we sing here in church.

We come now to the next point, which is that the 
questions of what kind of music is appropriate for wor-
ship, and what constitutes a legitimate determination of 
consistency between that worship and what you listen to 
or play throughout the course of the week, is a challeng-
ing and demanding question. And this means that “per-
sonal taste” plays a much smaller role in this than many 
of us would like to believe. In short, the phrase “but I 
like it” is not, as many believe, the end of all discussion, 
but perhaps rather the beginning of the discussion.

Of course we should like the music we sing, but we 
should like it for reasons, and, if I may push it this far, 
we should like it for good reasons.
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But in a culture dominated by individualism, personal 
taste can never be questioned. It is the final refuge in which 
everyone may, if they so wish, hole up. It is the final refuge 
in which they may disappear under the headphones.

But those good reasons include the teaching and re-
quirements of Scripture, the creational mandate found in 
the ways that the triune God gave His law to the sound 
waves as they strike the ear, the fitness of the music to 
the occasion apart from the lyrics, and of course the suit-
ability of the lyrics to the music. This represents just a 
small handful of the many considerations that have to be 
brought to bear. This is another way of saying that this is 
an area in which musical expertise is to be valued.

At the same time, we should all remember Mark 
Twain’s joke about the music of Wagner being better 
than it sounded. In the last several centuries, more than 
one expert has composed some gosh-awful things. One 
of the things that the Reformation recovered was the 
active and intelligent participation of the congregation 
in worship: When congregations are trained and in-
formed, as they ought to be, this is in part so that the 
congregation has a right to their opinion.



CHAPTER 2

What Music Cannot Say

In Psalm 22:3, we are told that God is holy, and that He 
inhabits the praises of Israel. What does that mean? 
We are the people of God, and when we sing, when we 

praise God, we are constructing a dwelling place for Him.
So what kind of place should we build? How should 

it be furnished and decorated? The Bible tells us that our 
praise of God should overflow as a function of the Word 
of God dwelling in us richly.

A common misconception in our day says that mu-
sic is content-neutral, as though it were a universal sauce 
that can go with any meal. This idea arises from the fact 
that music is not as capable as language in communicat-
ing specific meanings. But just because it cannot com-
municate in as focused a way does not mean that it is not 
communicating at all. Music adorns words, and music 
must adorn words in ways that are consistent. Music is 
more general than the words, but they both still have to 
line up. The words cannot be specific—Des Moines—and 
the music the wrong kind of general—Wyoming, say.
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Music cannot tell you the temperature at the air-
port, or that Washington crossed the Delaware, or that 
Jesus rose from the dead. But when words are expressed 
in poetry, and set to music, it must be music that com-
municates something general that is consistent with 
the specific meaning. Music can be exultant, romantic, 
goofy, melancholic, and so forth. So one of the central 
principles of church music is this—since we are building 
a habitation for the Lord in our praises, and He will con-
descend to live in what we sing, the way we adorn the 
house must be consistent with what we are saying the 
house is. If our words are to be reverent, holy, jubilant, 
loud, and grateful, then so must the music be.
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