Songs, Hymns, Spiritual Songs (and buckets, just in case)        May 18, 2008

Part 5 in our series on Worship



           Pastor Mark Nieting

Here are four trivia questions for you about music in worship:

-What is the first mention of music in Scripture?

-When did Jesus introduce music into worship with his disciples?

-When was the organ first used in the church?

-What’s the difference between a Psalm, a Hymn and a Spiritual Song?

The first mention of music in Scripture comes in (anyone know?) Genesis 4:21, where, in the 8th generation of humanity, Jubal is described as “the father of all who play the harp and the flute.” Moses’ sister Miriam and her companions sang and danced in praise to the Lord for His deliverance of the Israelites at the Red Sea. Jeremiah (25:10) records musical processions in the streets. Kings like Saul, David and Solomon had court musicians, and David had been one of them. Psalms in the Old Testament were most likely accompanied on the harp. Psalm 92 begins, “It is good to praise the Lord and make music to Your name, O Most High, to proclaim Your love in the morning and Your faithfulness at night, to the music of the ten-stringed lyre and the melody of the harp.” (NIV) 
While we don’t have specific mention of instruments or music being used in tabernacle worship, David introduced music into temple worship and Solomon promoted it. CHOIR music also goes back to ancient times. I Chronicles 16 records choirs assigned to tabernacle worship, while in David’s time there were 4000 members of the temple choir, of whom 288 were professionally trained. (1 Chron 25), and they were accompanied by an orchestra and a boys’ choir.

We don’t know a lot of how their music sounded, but we know that God’s people utilized music in their worship lives to a very high degree. We even have the hymnal from the temple era….the Psalms. The one thing different from today is that there is little evidence the people participated other than in sung responses.

Jesus (the answer to trivia ? 2) ended His last Passover meal with His disciples by singing a hymn before they went out to Gethsemane for prayer. (Matt 26:30) Early Christians like Paul and Silas were “hymn singers,”(Acts 16:25) even when they were in jail. In fact, the early Christian church was known in the Roman empire as a “singing church.” Chanting, a very simple form of song, was publicly used as early as the 300s, in a wide variety of forms, partly because the chanted voice is projected farther than the spoken voice, and also because of the depth of emotion that is conveyed through music. The church in Antioch adopted the practice of “antiphonal singing,” where one group sang and another group answered, often using melodies adopted from Jewish worship. These patterns we still use today, almost 2000 years later, when we chant psalms together.
After Christianity was “legalized” by Emperor Constantine, music in the church flourished. Musical schools were established. Different chant styles were developed. A simple organ was introduced in the western church in the late 5th century.  From then on, musical development mirrored cultural development, sometimes growing and changing rapidly and sometimes not at all. During the Renaissance, music and the other, more visual arts blossomed, as ultimately did the theology embodied in the Reformation of the 1500s. These elements joined together to produce what we will call “Lutheran Music,” for example, the great chorales and hymns of the Lutheran church by JSBach and so many others, including Luther himself. In the great Missionary Revival of the late 1800s, many hymns, especially those from the Methodist tradition, were added to worship. Finally, following the world-shaking era of the 1960s, “contemporary worship” came on the scene, with as many different styles as there are churches doing it.
At this point, I’ll insert a brief caveat. All of us appreciate some types and styles of music. At the same time, we can’t even conceive of other styles AS even being music! For example, I enjoyed the movie “Phantom of the Opera,” but really, opera? And when it comes to music used in worship of God, this can quickly become an emotional issue. I know of churches which won’t use music written AFTER 1700 and other churches which won’t use any written before 1990. When it comes to music, we like what we know and we know what we like, and when we combine this with worship, our feelings can get quite passionate!
Frankly (speaking from Rick Warren’s Purpose Driven Life) the music we like and use says much more about us than it does about God. Since God invented music, it would seem to me that He loves music of all kinds: fast or slow, Eastern or Western, loud or soft, twangy or “Bachi.” To God it really doesn’t matter. 

Jesus tells us that God looks into our spirits and hearts to see where our worship is coming from. Is, God wonders, our worship springing from the joy of our salvation and the very fact of our creation or is it just another weekly recitation we are called upon to make? Are we looking for another emotional high…..or are we offering our highest praise to God? As He told the Samaritan woman, Jesus calls on us to worship “in spirit and in truth.” Are we judging others on their worship, while at the same time ignoring a lack of depth in our own worship? 
The music we use in worship should always be an accurate rendition of our theology and an expression of our faith. We carefully “screen” our music so that the doctrines and teachings expressed in our music is a proper exposition of the teachings of Scripture. Permit me one example. Consider the song, popular in some Christian circles, “I have decided to follow Jesus.” Is it theologically correct, given the words of the meaning of the 3rd article that we recited together just last Sunday? Certainly not! We can decide NOT to follow Jesus, but only the Spirit can call us to faith and gather us into the church, and to believe, say or sing differently would portray a false message to the world around us.
This morning, gathered in worship here at Hope, it’s important to remember that we are a part of the “body of Christ” spread across time and space. We have been called to faith in Jesus Christ and as such, we are given the privilege of being able to praise Him with Psalms and Hymns and Spiritual Songs.

Why does Scripture give us three different “categories” of music for our worship? 
-We’re certainly familiar with the Psalms, the ancient hymnal of God’s people. There are 150 of them included in Holy Scripture, almost poetic in nature. Whether they are spoken, chanted or fully sung, they are both prayers and praises of worship. 
-Hymns are more formal expressions of faith, written and set to music. Some contain succinct statements of doctrine, such as LW 212, “We All Believe in One True God”….a sung creed or LW 298-98, “A Mighty Fortress”, while others are expressions to God or to each other of our faith or our prayers. 

-Spiritual Songs are almost extemporaneous expression of praise to God for the mighty things He has done. We find examples of them in the Old Testament, after Pharaoh’s army was drowned (Exodus 15) Moses’ sister Miriam broke out in a spiritual song by singing “I will sing unto the Lord for He has triumphed gloriously, the horse and rider thrown into the sea!”  Another example of a spiritual song comes in Revelation 5 where the Angels around God’s throne break out singing “Worthy is Christ, the Lamb who was slain!” 
It’s obvious that a great part of Christian worship revolves around music, because music is both a “window on our souls” and a great way of expressing our passion. Thus, music has ALWAYS been a huge part of the way God’s people worship HIM. It’s certainly an important part of worship here at Hope, but what do you do if you cannot sing? Notice I said “cannot” instead of “will not.” 

One observation I make about people in worship is this……some folk haven’t yet developed a level of passion for the Lord to bring them into participating in worship. I suppose it would be like me attending a professional basketball game: I might be a bit curious, but I could really care less who wins and who loses. Some people are still “on the sidelines” when it comes to worship. If you’re in this category, I encourage you to continue to grow in your faith and watch your worship grow along! 
Finally, there are those 2% of the population who are truly tone death (The vast majority of those who THINK they are could actually learn to sing if they worked at it.) What do you do? First, know that in heaven, it will all be better! Second, don’t worry about it! Even if the person sitting next to you gives you a funny look, pick up your bucket and carry the tune straight to the throne of God….and HE will receive your gift of praise! And…to that…the people of God sing “AMEN!”
