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What is God’s Preferred Style of Worship Music? 

 

Training Objective:  The Christian will understand that all musical styles of 

worship have changed and will change over time, and that songs or types of 

songs are not to be viewed as the same as God’s Holy Scripture. 

 

I. What 

 In regards to the music we employ to worship God, it is important to 

distinguish between what is described in the Bible, what is mandated by the 

Bible, what was practiced by worshipers in the Bible, and what arrived on the 

cultural scene only fairly recently. 

 

II. Why 

 The believer will likely encounter people who insist that the musical style 

of worship that they are accustomed to is the best, or Biblically correct, style of 

worship.  In reality, most musical techniques and styles practiced in the church 

today were unheard of in first-century Christian worship. 

 If the believer is unaware of Biblical worship, what is required of 

worshipers, and the difference between truly ancient worship and transitory 

styles of music, he or she may get caught in in endless arguments about styles 

and forms, forgetting the true function of worship. 

  

 This study will help the Christian wrestle with the question:  “Do you use 

music to worship God, or do you use God to worship music?” 

 

III. How 

 A. Worship music described in the Bible 

1. Instruments in the Bible 

a.  Read Psalm 150.  What are the different instruments 

listed here?  What modern instruments do they resemble?  

Why do you think God didn’t list only one instrument? 
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 2. Songs mentioned by name in the Bible 

  a.  The Song of Deborah:  (Judges 5) 

  b.  David’s Song of Praise (War Song):  (2 Samuel 22) 

  c.  Song of Miriam/Moses:  (Exodus 15:1-19) 

 3.   Tunes (melodies) mentioned by name in the Bible  

a.  “The Death of the Son” (Psalm 9) 

  b.  “The Doe of the Morning” (Psalm 22) 

  c.  “Lilies” (Psalm 45, 69) 

  d.  “A Dove on Distant Oaks” (Psalm 56) 

  e.  “Do Not Destroy” (Psalm 57, 58, 59, 75) 

  f.   “The Lily of the Covenant” (Psalm 60) 

  g.  “The Lilies of the Covenant” (Psalm 80) 

  

 B. Other questions to consider: 

1.  Why don’t we sing the songs listed by name in the Bible in 

our worship today?  (We don’t have the tunes (melodies, 

music).) 

2. Why don’t we sing the tunes listed in the Psalms in our 

worship today?  (The tunes haven’t been passed down with 

the words.) 

3. Though some Psalms carefully specify the tunes for which 

they were intended, most do not.  Furthermore, sometimes 

more than one Psalm was set to the same tune.  What does 

this indicate about the priority of text over melody?  What 

does this indicate about freedom in human preference for 

melody? 

4. In Ephesians 5:19-20, we read about psalms, hymns, and 

spiritual songs.  Is Paul emphasizing rhythm and melody?  If 

not, what is the emphasis here?  (the message:  “speak to 

one another with p, h, and ss” and thankfulness) 
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5. Again in Colossians 3:16, we read about psalm, hymns, and 

spiritual songs.  What is Paul’s emphasis here?  (the word of 

Christ, teaching, admonishing with wisdom, gratitude) 

  

 C. Musical expressions mandated by the Bible 

  1. Sing [praises] to Him 

    1 Chronicles 16:9 

1 Chronicles 16:23 

    Psalm 9:11 

    Psalm 30:4 

    Psalm 47:6,7 

    Psalm 68:4, 32 

    Psalm 96:2 

    Psalm 105:2 

    Psalm 135:3 

    Isaiah 12:5       

    Jeremiah 20:13 

    Romans 15:11 

Ephesians 5:19 

James 5:13 

  2. Sing with joy/sing joyfully 

    Psalm 32:11 

    Psalm 33:1 

    Psalm 81:1 

    Psalm 95:1       

    Jeremiah 31:7 

    Zephaniah 3:14 

  3. Sing to Him a new song 

    Psalm 33:3 

    Psalm 96:1 

    Psalm 98:1 
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    Psalm 149:1  

    Isaiah 42:10 

  4.  Sing to Him a psalm 

    Psalm 47:7 

  5. Sing the glory of His name 

    Psalm 66:2 

  6. Sing with thanksgiviing 

    Psalm 147:7  

  7. Make music 

    Psalm 33:2     

Psalm 98:5 

    Psalm 147:7 

    Ephesians 5:19 

  8. Play [musical instruments] 

    Psalm 33:3 

    Psalm 81:2 

    Psalm 150:3 

 

D. Question to consider:  As we are commanded to sing, make music, 

and play instruments unto the Lord, is the emphasis of Scripture on 

the style or the content of our music?  Why? 

 

E. Musical practices in Old Testament worship 

 1.  In the Old Testament, we see skilled and highly trained 

instrumentalists and singers (e.g. I Chronicles 25 et al).1 

2.  Music was used for teaching/warning (Deuteronomy 31:30ff). 1 

3.  The Jews worshiped God through music to celebrate miracles 

and victories (Exodus 15; 1 Chronicles 16; 2 Chronicles 20:20ff). 1 

4.  Soloists usually sang their own compositions. 1 

5.  Choirs probably sang in unison. 1 
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6.  King David, himself a skilled musician, oversaw much of the 

musical worship of Israel (1 Samuel 16:15ff; 2 Samuel 23:1).2   

 

F. Musical practices in New Testament worship 

 1.  Singing in worship continued in the New Testament, and was 

practiced by Jesus and His disciples (Matthew 26:30). 1 

 2.  While in the Philippian jail, Paul and Silas worshiped with 

singing (Acts 16:25). 1 

 3.  Paul encouraged the practice of worship with singing 

(Ephesians 5:18; 1 Corinthians 14:15; Colossians 3:16). 1 

 4.  In Revelation we see the 24 elders singing (Revelation 5:9; 

14:3) and the overcomers singing the Song of Moses (Revelation 

15:3). 1 

 

G. Understanding Recent Developments 

 1.  With the disciple, read and discuss the attached article, 

“conTEMPORARY DEVELOPMENTS.” 

 2.  Consider the following questions: 

a.  How would you answer someone who insists that their 

preferred style of worship music is the best, or correct, style? 

b.  What would be the proper attitude with which to have this 

discussion? 

c.  Based on Scripture, is the content/message of a song 

more important than the style/form of the song? 

d.  How do we know if we are making music the end of our 

worship rather than the means?  If we are in error, how do 

we correct it? 

 

IV. Resources 
1Coleman, William L. 1984. Today’s Handbook of Bible Times and  

Customs. Bethany House Publishers:  Minneapolis, MN 
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2Alexander, David and Alexander, Pat, eds. 1973. Eerdman’s Handbook 

to the Bible, Lion Publishing:  Berkhamsted, Herts, England 

 

Street, Steve, “conTEMPORARY DEVELOPMENTS”. 2004:  Greeley, CO  
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conTEMPORARY DEVELOPMENTS 

by Steve Street, Worship Pastor 

Grace Church 

Greeley, Colorado  

 

Con-tem-po-rar-y 1. adj. belonging to the same time 

Wor-ship 1. n. reverence, homage or honor paid to God; 2. v. to pay religious 

devotion to (Webster’s Encyclopedic Dictionary © 1990) 

 

 “’Someone’s got to take a stand!’ the wealthy churchman must have 

thought.  ‘The church should be a place of purity and holiness, separate from the 

world and its secular entertainment.  How could good Christians conceive of 

welcoming this worldly instrument into the Lord’s house?’  The churchman did all 

he could to thwart the efforts of the ‘misguided’ group that had conceded to 

accept the sinister gift, beseeching them with tears and even offering to refund 

the entire price if someone would only dump the ill-fated cargo—a musical 

instrument—overboard during its transatlantic voyage.” 

 What was this controversial musical instrument?  The Organ. 

 Everything we do in worship today was once a contemporary 

development.  Each new practice was met with differing opinions from godly, 

sincere, and devoted worshipers.  The only unchanging part of worship 

throughout the history of Christianity is the object of our worship, Jesus Christ, 

who is “the same yesterday and today and forever” (Hebrews 13:8).  A look at 

some of the controversial changes in the history of Christian worship might give 

us some insight into the future of Christian worship. 

Organs were once outlawed and often destroyed (with axes!) by 

Protestant Christians because of their association with Catholicism.  Organs 

were extremely controversial from the 13th Century until the 18th Century, dividing 

many churches.  Ira Sankey (D.L. Moody’s song leader) played a small reed 
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organ.  One deacon called Sankey’s organ a “devilish pump machine that 

wheezes out blasphemously.”  Some said that he had a devil in every pipe. 

Pianos were rejected in the church in the 19th Century.  The piano was 

considered secular and unfit for public worship. 

Violins were rejected in the 18th Century as the “devil’s fiddle.” 

Solos were once rejected because they might glorify the soloist. 

Choirs were once rejected by Protestants because they resembled the 

Catholic Church.  

Hymns were once so controversial that churches split, some worshipers 

sat in silent protest through the hymn singing (or waited outside the sanctuary), 

pastors were fired or sued, and hymn promoters were viciously criticized.  The 

poetry in hymns was seen as “enslaved to vice and profaneness” and “engaged 

in the interests of hell.”  It took one Baptist pastor 17 years to get his church to 

sing hymns every Sunday! 

Chords:  The “tri-tone” interval (for example, C to F#) was believed in the 

Middle Ages to be possessed by the devil.  Chords of 3rds (C to E) and 6ths (C 

to A) were considered too sensual and were banned from church music. 

Rhythm:  Syncopation, such as is found in “Since Jesus Came Into My 

Heart,” was once rejected by the church. 

Popular Songs have often been used in worship and evangelism 

throughout the history of the church.  For example:  “Champaign Charlie” 

became “Bless His Name, He Sets Me Free.” 

“Pretty Louise” became “Living Beneath the Shade of the Cross.”  “I Traced Her 

Little Footsteps in the Snow” became “O, the Blood of Jesus Cleanses White as 

Snow.”  “Minnie, Darling, Come and Wander” became “Blessed Savior, Now 

Behold Me.”  “The Old Log Cabin in the Lane” became “I’ve Found a Friend in 

Jesus.” 

 Barry Liesch of Biola University reminds us that musical styles are morally 

neutral, even if an individual associates good or evil with a certain instrument or 

rhythm.  The abuse of a certain style by some does not invalidate its use by 
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others.  Everyone has musical preferences, and we must not pass off our 

aesthetic judgments as moral judgments.   

 When people say that they want to go back to “our musical roots,” Rick 

Warren of Saddleback Church questions how far back they want to go—to 

Gregorian chant?  to Jewish melodies of the Jerusalem church?  He points out 

that people usually only want to go back about 50 to 100 years. 

 Warren also reminds us that the “hymns” mentioned in Colossians 3:16 

don’t refer to the type of music that we call “hymns” today.  Those songs, 

certainly not played on piano or organ, probably reflected the musical sounds of 

their time. 

 Psalm 96:1-3 tells us to “Sing to the LORD a new song; sing to the LORD, 

all the earth.  Sing to the LORD, praise His name; proclaim His salvation day 

after day.  Declare His glory among the nations, His marvelous deeds among all 

peoples.”  As new ways of worshiping the eternal God come and go, let us 

rejoice that each new generation is finding and worshiping Him! 

 I suppose that someday, somewhere, my grandchildren will be saying, 

“Can you believe Grandpa’s church still uses drums and electric guitars?” 

 

Sources:   

 

Liesch, Barry. The New Worship:  Straight Talk on Music and the Church. Grand 

Rapids, MI. 

     Baker Books, 1996. 

 

Miller, Steve. The Contemporary Christian Music Debate:  Worldly Compromise 

or Agent of  

     Renewal? Wheaton, IL. Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 1993. 

 

Warren, Rick.  “Selecting Worship Music”, July 29, 2002, pastorport.com. 

 


