Worthwhile Worship #7

“Sing to the Lord”

Colossians 3:16

Worship has been described as “the missing jewel of the evangelical church.”  More recently worship has gained more attention in Christian circles as books have been written, conferences held, and even specialized ministers of worship are hired by many churches.


Most of the attention in the modern discussion regarding worship focuses on music.  “Praise and worship” has become a separate music category, and in recent years has grown in popularity to the top of the industry.  Many churches have rethought and retooled their music ministry, elevating music within the worship service from a side dish to the main course. 


The importance of music is not new, however.  The Protestant reformer Martin Luther wrote in the 1500’s, 

“Music is a fair and lovely gift of God which has often wakened and moved me to the joy of preaching…. Next after theology, I give to music the highest place and the greatest honor…. My heart bubbles up and overflows in response to music, which has so often refreshed me and delivered me from dire plagues.”
 


Music has been a part of worship since at least the time of Moses, who wrote several songs recorded in Scripture.  The longest book of the Bible—the book of Psalms—is nothing less than a songbook.  Other Old Testament books—the Song of Solomon and Lamentations—are also sacred songs.  In fact, as Walter B. Knight notes, 

Judaism and Christianity are singing religions. Atheism is songless. It has nothing to sing about. The funeral notices of Robert Ingersoll, the noted agnostic, stated, “There will be no singing.”
The psalm-singing of Christian martyrs going to their deaths in the arena alerted the Roman Empire to the fact that a new and revolutionary force was coming into being. When the pleasure-bent populace saw the Christians singing as they fearlessly entered the amphitheater where hungry lions awaited them, they were filled with awe.
 


Throughout the years music has continued to hold an important part in Christian life and worship.  One source claims that more than 500,000 Christian hymns have been written.
  Add to that the worship choruses of recent years, and the amount of music available is mind-boggling.


Unfortunately, the subject of music has become a divisive issue in the modern church.  Many congregations struggle with “style of worship,” which more often than not is really “style of music.”  Some want familiar hymns, others prefer newer choruses, and a few churches try to balance to two.  Some churches use pianos and organs, others are introducing praise bands with guitars, drums, and even horns, while some are strictly non-instrumental.


Don’t get me wrong—I don’t think any of these preferences are unscriptural or unspiritual in and of themselves.  It is not my aim in this message to advocate one style over another.  I do believe, however, that the controversy surrounding music within the larger subject of worship is unscriptural and unspiritual.


Turn with me to Colossians 3:15-17, which I would like to read from J. B. Phillips’ translation:

Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, remembering that as members of the same body you are called to live in harmony, and never forget to be thankful for what God has done for you. Let Christ’s teaching live in your hearts, making you rich in the true wisdom. Teach and help one another along the right road with your psalms and hymns and Christian songs, singing God’s praises with joyful hearts. And whatever you may have to do, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, thanking God the Father through him.
Our focus for this message is verse 16, speaking of “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs,” but before we go there, look back at verse 15.  Paul writes that the “peace of Christ” is to rule within the church.  That verb is an athletic term, literally to “act as an umpire who makes decisions on matters of dispute or priority.”
  Lloyd John Ogilvie goes on to write,

The meaning of the word peace is to “bind together, unify into integrated oneness.”  The peace of the church is crucial to our Lord.  Therefore we can allow Him to be the arbiter of our differences….

Yet, we are all honest to admit that some of our most excruciating differences have come with other Christians.  Good men and women do not always agree.  Churches are often in turmoil and conflict over customs, procedures, and priorities.  I find that the only hope for the church to be an example of unity to the world is in seeking the mind of Christ together.

As we consider the issue of music as a part of worship, we must approach the subject with the goal of developing a united view in the church.  Obviously this is not happening in many congregations.  Why?  Much of the discussion regarding music is based on personal preference, which is ultimately self-determined.  We want what we want, what we like, what we are comfortable with.  We need to put our selfish desires behind us and consider this within the concept or worship, which is God-oriented.  This is not always easy, for even the truths we discover this morning about music as it relates to music can be very personal—hence, easily corrupted by selfishness.

Singing Inspires the Body


The first way music fits into worship is that singing inspires the body of Christ.  I believe that music moves the soul.  Music affects us emotionally—in many different ways.  One song may excite us, another may calm us; one song may fill us with a sense of pride and patriotism, another song may move us to tears.  We are called to worship “with all our mind, soul, and strength,” and through singing we can do just that.  Our mind focuses on the words of the song; our souls are moved by the music; and we express our worship through the strength of our bodies and voices.  Some would belittle the role of music in worship, claiming that the sermon is all-important.  But, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer points out, 

All devotion, all attention should be concentrated upon the Word in the hymn…. Yet we do not hum a melody; we sing words of praise to God, words of thanksgiving, confession, and prayer.  Thus the music is completely the servant of the Word.  It elucidates the Word in its mystery.
 


Consider the inspiration of music as seen in the following texts. Psalm 5:11 states, “But let all who take refuge in you be glad; let them ever sing for joy.”  Psalm 9:2 adds, 

“I will be glad and rejoice in you; I will sing praise to your name, O Most High.”  From the pages of the New Testament, we read in James 5:13, “Is any one of you in trouble? He should pray. Is anyone happy? Let him sing songs of praise.”


Not only does music express joy and happiness, but it also can convey love.  As one commentator writes, “To come singing into God’s presence is not the only way—but it is the way that best expresses love.”
  Just as love songs are popular in the secular world, so songs of love are a great way to demonstrate our commitment to the Lord.
The church must be careful that the emotional aspect of worship does not take over and dominate.  Emotions are important, but are not to rule.  Feelings make a fine caboose but a poor engine, and when worship is governed by emotion, we risk exposing ourselves to a dangerous situation.

Too many evangelical churches, though, have swung to the opposite end of the spectrum.  Emotions are completely stifled.  Expressiveness is looked down upon.  What results is often worship that is flat and, dare say, boring.

Boredom in worship can be contagious.  “There is nothing more conducive to dullness in a service than half-hearted singing.”
  On rare occasion one or two vibrant worshippers will raise the level of the whole congregation; more often than not, the lethargy of the body will quench the spirits of those few who are excited about God.

If I may borrow an idea from Scripture, I believe we should worship the Lord “with all our heart, mind, soul, and strength,” and that includes the intellect, the emotions, and the will.  While all of these are involved in every aspect of worship, I think the emotions connect with music more than any other single part of the service. 

Singing Involves the Body


Secondly, singing involves the body of Christ in worship. Earlier in this series I spoke of “spectator spirituality,” the disturbing trend in Christianity in which the majority of people sit back passively and simply watch others worship.  So much of the average worship service is one-directional—someone up front speaks to the larger audience.  How can everyone get involved?


Singing provides the opportunity.  From ancient times, congregational singing was both encouraged and practiced.  Psalm 30:4-5 states,

Sing unto the Lord, O ye saints of his, and give thanks at the remembrance of his holiness. For his anger endureth but a moment; in his favour is life: weeping may endure for a night, but joy cometh in the morning.


Notice the plural word in verse four: “saints.”  Everyone is encouraged to participate in the singing unto the Lord.  This theme is repeated in Psalm 47:1-6,

O clap your hands, all ye people; shout unto God with the voice of triumph. For the Lord most high is terrible; he is a great King over all the earth. He shall subdue the people under us, and the nations under our feet. He shall choose our inheritance for us, the excellency of Jacob whom he loved. Selah. God is gone up with a shout, the Lord with the sound of a trumpet. Sing praises to God, sing praises: sing praises unto our King, sing praises.


I remember learning the first verse of this psalm as a chorus years ago: 

Clap your hands, all ye people, shout unto God with the voice of triumph.

Clap your hands, all ye people, shout unto God with the voice of triumph.

Hosanna! Hosanna! Shout unto God with the voice of triumph!

Praise Him! Praise Him! Shout unto God with the voice of praise!

The important emphasis in this passage is the inclusiveness of singing.  Everyone is called to get involved in the singing.  In order for this to happen, I believe we need balance in the song service.  We need to utilize the old, familiar hymns because they are familiar—singing a new song is not always easy, is it?—and because many in our church are comfortable with that style of song.  But singing the same songs in the same style can lead to a ritualistic approach to worship that becomes wooden and dead.

The psalms speak of this. In Psalm 96:1-3 we read, “Sing to the Lord a new song; sing to the Lord, all the earth.”  Psalms 98:1 echoes this thought, “Sing to the Lord a new song, for he has done marvelous things; his right hand and his holy arm have worked salvation for him.”  We should not fear new songs or even new styles of music in worship.  No, we may not personally like every song that is sung in church, but when there is balance, everyone should find something they like.

Going back to the passage in Colossians, Paul mentions three kinds of music used in worship.  “Psalms, hymns and spiritual songs is a broad expression and includes Old Testament psalms, liturgical hymns as well as spontaneous Christian songs.”
  These styles are reflected in today’s Christian music as well.  Notice that Paul includes all kinds of music—not just one preferred style.

Singing Instructs the Body


Finally, singing instructs the body of Christ.  While singing does speak to our emotions, it must also speak to the intellect as well.  Psalm 47:7 declares, “For God is the King of all the earth: sing ye praises with understanding.”  Not only do we sing to the Lord with “all our heart”; we must sing with “all our mind,” too.


Flip through the hymnal and read the lyrics of these great songs of our faith.  These hymns are rich with theological and practical truth.  Occasionally I will choose a hymn to be part of the service that is unfamiliar or downright difficult to sing, but the words are so powerful and appropriate in that service.


Paul speaks to this subject in a passage often overlooked by evangelical churches.  In his first letter to the church at Corinth, Paul had to deal with the practice of speaking in tongues within the worship service.  He gave very specific and practical instruction regarding this topic—instruction that I find both charismatic and non-charismatic churches tend to ignore.  In 1 Corinthians 14:13-17, Paul also addressing singing:

For this reason anyone who speaks in a tongue should pray that he may interpret what he says. For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my mind is unfruitful. So what shall I do? I will pray with my spirit, but I will also pray with my mind; I will sing with my spirit, but I will also sing with my mind. If you are praising God with your spirit, how can one who finds himself among those who do not understand say “Amen” to your thanksgiving, since he does not know what you are saying? You may be giving thanks well enough, but the other man is not edified [emphasis added]. 


I interpret this to mean that worship involves the intellect as well as the emotions.  The songs that we sing should challenge the mind as well as the heart.  Once again, the key is balance. 


One advantage singing has over the spoken word is that songs tend to stick in our minds.  We may forget the sermon but the song may play in our head over and over.  Many song lyrics rhyme, making them easier to remember.  A number of Christians have found music helpful in their devotional time as well as public worship, reinforcing the truths discovered in personal Bible study.


Singing holds an important place in corporate worship—though in some places it has become too important, as congregations have split over what kind of music is appropriate in worship.  This can be avoided by remembering the proper place of music and worship as a whole.  Returning to an earlier text, Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 14:26, 

When you come together, everyone has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation. All of these must be done for the strengthening of the church [emphasis added].

When we remember that worship is all about what we give to God, as opposed to what we get out of it, we will not demand that we get our own way and have our personal preferences met.  When we recognize that corporate worship is done for the strengthening of the church, not just the entertainment of ourselves, we can appreciate a wider variety of music as a part of our worship.


Music need not be divisive nor dead in our worship of God together.  When we appreciate that music inspires us, involves us, and instructs us, it can become a vital part of the overall experience of worship each Sunday.
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