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Introduction 

In a philosophy of church music, many elements need to be considered.  Four important 

aspects of a philosophy of church music will be discussed in relationship to their importance, 

their effect on the overall philosophy, their relationship to practical issues, and their relationship 

to each other.  These four factors of a philosophy of church music include a biblical basis in 

developing a philosophy of church music, the priority of worship, the priority of nurture, and the 

priority of outreach or evangelism. 

 

A Biblical Basis for a Philosophy of church Music 

First of all, a philosophy of church music must be based on a clear understanding of the 

biblical principles and mandates regarding church music and the music ministry.  This element is 

the most important factor in establishing a philosophy of church music because only the Bible 

provides information about the will of God concerning church music and its use in ministry.  

Church music and the music ministry are effective and pleasing to God only when the 

instructions given by God in the Bible are learned and obeyed.  Thus, the entire philosophy of 

church music must contain only those items and principles that are determined from a careful 

study of the Bible.  The Bible should be the foundation for the entire church's philosophy in 

general and for the church music philosophy in particular. 

If the biblical material concerning church music were not considered, the resulting 

philosophy would be based on personal opinion, past experiences, and the world's definition of 

what church music is.  Such a philosophy of church music would result in the congregation and 

those involved in the music ministry being led in a direction of ministry that is not biblical.  At 

the very least, a lack of biblical direction would prevent the church from accomplishing its 

ministry to God, other believers, and the world.  Using other bases for developing a philosophy 

of church music could also lead to the propagation of false doctrines, corporate services with an 

excess of emotionalism or of legalism, or, if taken to an extreme, a situation with cultic elements. 

A positive result that comes from careful attention to biblical mandates concerning 

church music is the knowledge that the church and its leadership are being obedient to God and 

His word.  As a result, the minister of music can be confident in his leadership of the church 

body because he knows he is yielding to the will of God, rather than someone's personal agenda.  

The laity of the church can be confident in the knowledge that, in following the music minister's 

leadership, they are being obedient to God's instructions and commands.  In being obedient to 
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biblical instructions, the church will be able to properly minister to God, to other believers, and 

to the world. 

The element of biblical authority over church music is the most foundational of all the 

elements of the philosophy of church music.  All other factors depend upon this basis since they 

are all determined by principles found in the Bible.  Therefore, the church musician must be not 

only a musician but also a theologian.  He must develop the ability to discern and properly 

interpret the Scriptures under the direction of the Holy Spirit. 

The Bible contains many references to art and, more specifically, music.  The Bible 

addresses such practical issues as the choosing of calling out of the church musician, the duties 

of the church musician, the qualifications for church musicians, the garments worn by temple 

musicians, the instrumental and choral music used in the temple and the early church, the use of 

beauty in the temple, and many other aspects of church music. 

Church musicians are chosen by God for ministry at the house of God.  This concept is 

stated in the sixth verse of 1 Chronicles 25.
1
  The primary concern of church musicians is not 

music, even though they are involved with music, but rather ministry.  Music should be seen as 

the vehicle for ministry. 

Ministry, not musical greatness, is to be the goal of the church musician.  Therefore, 

church musicians must not emphasize music and its performance to the point that relationships, 

which allow ministry to the people, are neglected.  Rather, the music should be the best available 

based on musical standards and the congregation's musical skills so that it is a musical offering 

worthy of God's attention. 

Secondly, church musicians are chosen from among the spiritual leaders as is seen in the 

biblical example of the church musicians being chosen be God from among the Levites.
2
  God's 

choosing the temple musicians from among the Levites indicates the priority that ministry has 

over music in God's point of view.  However, in the biblical example, those called by God to be 

church musicians had talents and abilities that confirmed their cal to ministry and to music; the 

same should be true of church musicians of today. 

Church musicians are to be trained and skilled in music for the Lord.  This principle is 

found in 1 Chronicles 25:7.
3
  First of all, church musicians must be trained and skilled in music.  

                                                 

     
1
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They must be knowledgeable about all aspects of music, such as its history, theory, and 

performance practices, so that they are able to lead the congregation in the rehearsal and 

performance of the music.  However, they also are to be trained specifically in the music of the 

Lord.  Training in church music requires a knowledge of the Scriptures so that judgments can be 

made to determine if a piece of music is theologically, biblically, and doctrinally sound.  Church 

music training also requires a familiarity with all sacred music genres, the history of church 

music from biblical times to the present, and all other aspects of sacred music. 

Not only must church musicians be trained in church music, but they also must be skilled 

in church music, with the difference being that training is education whereas skill is the 

application of the information learned during the educational process.  Without the ability to 

apply what one has learned, the knowledge is useless.  The congregation can never benefit from 

the church musician's knowledge if that knowledge is never applied to the church music 

programs and practices.  Thus, in order to be effective, the church musician must be able to put 

all of his knowledge into practice within the music ministry of the church. 

The Bible also gives examples about the aesthetics of music within the church.  Based on 

the definition of musical aesthetics as "the study of the relationship of music to the human senses 

and intellect,"
4
 the most clear biblical example of the use of musical aesthetics is in I Samuel 

16:14-23.
5
  In this passage, God had withdrawn His Spirit from King Saul and an evil spirit was 

tormenting him.  Saul was able to find relief from the evil spirit when David would play his harp.  

In the same way, church music can be used as a balm for those who are hurting within the 

church. 

In regard to the aesthetics of music, Martin Luther considered music to be the "excellent 

gift of God" found in all creatures and all of creation.
6
  Luther demonstrated that music affected 

the human emotions as well as an individuals spiritual condition through Biblical references.  

                                                 

     
4
Willi Apel, ed.,  Harvard Dictionary of Music, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, Massachusetts:  Belknap 

Press of Harvard University Press, 1972), 14. 

     
5
I Samuel 16:14-23 NIV (New International Version). 
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Luther stated that music was used by the Holy Spirit to instill His gifts, such as the "inclination 

to all virtues," in the prophets citing Elisha (II Kings 3:15) as an example.
7
  Richard Eastcott 

agrees with Luther in that music affects the human emotions, but adds that it effects the creative 

process, as well as spiritual endeavors.
8
  Thomas Hastings maintains that music affects a persons 

emotions in that an improperly used anthem can cause a loss of influence upon the congregation 

in a worship service.  But, the proper use of an anthem can allow the appropriate influences upon 

the congregation to be affected.
9
   

Another principle concerning art and music that is found in the Bible is that all art forms, 

including music, are to come under the Lordship of Christ.  This concept is derived form the fact 

that when a person is redeemed, he is redeemed as a whole person, including his mind, body, 

intellect, and creativity.
10

  Therefore, a Christian should use the arts to the glory of God, both in 

the church and outside of the church.
11

  In other words, a Christian's art should reflect a Christian 

world view whether it is intended for use in the church or outside of the church.
12

 

The types of music mentioned in the Bible include vocal, choral, and instrumental music.  

I Chronicles 15 mentions vocal songs accompanied by lyres, harps, and cymbals; choral singing; 

and instrumental music using trumpets and ram's horns in addition to the lyres, harps, and 

cymbals.
13

  These same types of music and instruments are also listed in II Chronicles 5.
14

  Other 

Old Testament passages that mention musical instruments include I Chronicles 25, II Chronicles 

                                                 

     
7
Ibid., 7. 

     
8
See ibid., 96. 

     
9
Ibid., 123-124. 
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Francis A. Schaeffer, Art & the Bible (Downers Grove, Illinois:  Intervarsity Press, 1973), 

8-9. 
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Ibid., 10. 
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Ibid., 24. 
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I Chronicles 15 NIV (New International Version). 
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II Chronicles 5 NIV (New International Version). 
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20 and 29, Ezra 3:8-11, and Nehemiah 12.
15

  Therefore, a church musician has the freedom to 

use a variety of vocal and instrumental ensembles in the music ministry of the church. 

                                                 

     
15

All Scripture taken from NIV (New International Version). 
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The Priority of Worship 

Secondly, a clear under standing of worship and music's role in worship must exist within 

a philosophy of church music.  Worship and music's role in worship must be understood since 

worship is the first priority of the local church and of the individual.
16

  No other area in a 

Christian's life can be productive until that Christian's relationship with God is complete.  Thus, 

the overall philosophy of church music is affected by this element in that, if worship is not 

established on the corporate or individual level, then the other aspects of the Christian life will 

not be effective.  Thus, the music selected for corporate worship experiences should be that 

which reveals God and expresses man's response to that revelation.  The music should not be 

addressed to others but to God. 

The largest problem that would occur if worship and music's relationship to ownership 

are not considered seriously is that the person or congregation may never experience true 

worship personally or corporately.  Without communion with God, the believer will not have the 

power that comes from an intimate relationship with God and is necessary for living the 

Christian life and for evangelizing the world.  Conversely, serious attention to this area can cause 

the minister of music to plan corporate worship experiences in which the congregation 

communes with God.  Once the church members have experienced true worship, they will seek 

to worship on a personal level as well.  In the worship of God, the believer receives the power 

needed for daily Christian living and for world evangelism. 

This element of knowing the definition of worship and music's role in it is directly linked 

to the foundational element of a biblical basis for the philosophy of church music.  The Bible is 

the only source of God's direction about worship.  Thus, with the Bible as the basis for the 

philosophy of church music, the definition of worship and music's role in worship can easily be 

determined and implemented. 

                                                 

     
16

See Ray Ortlund, Three Priorities for a Strong Local Church (Waco, Texas: Word Books, 

1988). 
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One principle found in the Bible about worship and music's role in worship is that God 

desires praise from His children.  One evidence of this fact is found in the passage in Revelation 

4:8-11 which states that God is continually praised in heaven.
17

  Thus, God's desire for praise is 

apparent since heaven is the picture of God's perfect will without the tarnish of human sin. 

One reason for God's desire to be praised is His holiness.  Each of the creatures 

surrounding the throne spoke of the Lord's holiness throughout the day and night.  These same 

creatures spoke of the self-existent nature of God in that He "was, and is, and is to come."
18

  

Their words are described as giving glory, honor, and thanks to God.
19

  Therefore, musical 

expressions of praise to the Lord during corporate worship are to overflow out of personal 

worship that is expressed continually in the heart and in private times of worship. 

Music that praises the Lord should include several elements that are evident in both the 

text and the music.  First of all, it should refer to God's holiness.  Since music is abstract, it is the 

best art form for conveying the holiness of an infinite God as well as the self-existent nature of 

God.  Music in praise of God should refer to all of God's attributes so that His total character, 

rather than only selected character traits, is recognized by the believer.  All music used to 

worship God should give a correct estimate of God's character. 
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Revelation 4:8-11 NIV (New International Version). 
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Revelation 4:8 NIV (New International Version). 

     
19

Revelation 4:9 NIV (New International Version). 
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Music is to be for the praise of God, not the praise of the performers of the music or the 

minister of music.  Church musicians need to make sure that God is the One receiving the praise.  

For instance, if the congregation applauds following the music of a soloist or the choir, the 

church musician needs to evaluate whether they are applauding for the Lord or for the performer.  

If the congregation is applauding for the performer, the minister of music should train and 

educate the congregation as to the nature and the recipient of worship so that the congregation 

can worship God properly.  The minister of music should also be careful to choose those persons 

as soloists who are spiritually mature and who lead the congregation to worship God, rather than 

the performer or the performer's talent.  The offering of praise to God is never to be stolen by the 

one offering the praise nor by the one observing the offering of praise.  Thus, worship should be 

planned according to God's desires and not the wants of the people. 

The passage in I Chronicles 25:3 indicates that God's people can use singing and the 

playing of musical instruments to praise and thank Him.
20

  The offering of praise and 

thanksgiving through the form of music should follow the same guidelines as any other offering 

to God.  The believer's offering of praise and thanksgiving should be the best that he has to offer 

and should be offered with a pure heart and in a sincere manner.  When believers sing to the 

Lord, whether in the form of congregational hymns, choruses, or choral anthems, they must be 

aware of the words which they are singing.  Many times the music sung by the congregation is 

sung without any understanding or emotion, which is in direct opposition of the instructions 

given in I Corinthians 14:15.
21

  This Scripture  passage states singing should be done with the 

spirit and with the mind.
22

  Perhaps this lack of attention to what is being sung explains the fact 

that true worship is not occurring in many "worship services" of today.  The believer cannot 

expect to meet God when he has unconfessed sin in his life, impure motives in his heart, and 

indifference to the praise of God.  The believer can only find the Lord when he seeks Him and 

praises Him with his lips and his heart. 

                                                 

     
20

I Chronicles 25:3 NIV (New International Version). 

     
21

I Corinthians 14:15 NIV (New International Version). 

     
22

Ibid. 
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Another principle relating to music found in the Bible is that praising God causes worship 

others to worship.  In Revelation 4:8-11, the praise of the four living creatures surrounding the 

throne causes the twenty-four elders to "fall down before Him who sits on the throne, and 

worship Him who lives for ever and ever."
23

  The worship of the twenty-four elders includes a 

recognition of the worthiness of the Lord to receive what the creatures are offering in their 

praise.  The elders recognize God as Creator and Sustainer of all things as a result of the worship 

of the creatures.
24
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Revelation 4:9 NIV (New International Version). 

     
24

Revelation 4:11 NIV (New International Version). 
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Ministers of music in the church should view the corporate worship experience as a time 

for personal praise and worship to the Lord.  Others are encouraged to worship by observing the 

praise and worship of God.  If the congregation is not experiencing true worship, the minister 

should determine if he is actually involved in a personal worship to God and praise of God that 

would cause others to worship God.  He should then try to insure that all those leading in 

worship are involved in personal worship to God so that they may also lead others to worship 

God.  The creatures did not have to command the elders to worship the Lord; the elders 

worshiped God as a result of hearing the creatures' praise of God.  Church musicians should 

model biblical praise to God that will cause the congregation to respond with worship to God.  

The congregation should also be given instruction as to how to properly worship God so that 

their response will be appropriate. 

Several principles concerning the role of music in worship can be established using 

biblical guidelines.  Music can inspire worship in that music that reveals God causes worship.
25

  

This principle is illustrated  in the biblical passage of Revelation 4:9-11, in which the attributes 

of God are revealed in the praise of the four creatures.
26

  In response to this revelation, the elders 

worship God.
27

  Music can also promote worship by giving the worshiper a means of expression, 

as can be seen in the numerous Psalms and canticles found in both the Old and New Testaments.  

Music can be seen as being worship.
28

  Music as worship is seen in the biblical example found in 

II Chronicles 5:12-14.
29

  IN this passage, after the temple musicians offered their music as 

worship to God, "the glory of the Lord filled the temple of God" prior to the priests' worship to 

God.
30

  Thus, music can be worship that is acceptable to God. 

                                                 

     
25

Bruce H. Leafblad,  "Syllabus for Philosophy of church Music"  (Fort Worth, Texas:  

Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1990), 69 and corresponding lecture notes. 

     
26

Revelation 4:9-11 NIV (New International Version). 

     
27

Ibid. 

     
28

See Leafblad, 69, and corresponding lecture notes. 

     
29

II Chronicles 5:12-14 NIV (New International Version). 

     
30

II Chronicles 5:13-14 NIV (New International Version). 
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Priority of Nurture 

A philosophy of church music must also contain a proper concept of the nurture life of 

the church and music's role in relationship to Christian nurture.  The nurture life of the church is 

the second priority in the local church, both corporately and individually.
31

  Once a relationship 

to God is established, then a Christian bond can be made with other believers.  This element is 

important in forming the body of Christ.  To be a healthy functioning body, the members must be 

responsive to the head, which is Jesus Christ.  Since the overall philosophy of church music is 

developed for the entire church body rather than for one individual, nurture plays a large role in 

that philosophy. 

                                                 

     
31

Ibid. 
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In practice, the element of nurture in the philosophy of church music affects the types of 

music and services that are planned as well as the educational aspects of the music ministry.  

Church musicians should plan music and services which are accessible to the congregation so 

that the congregation is able to participate.  However, the congregation must be educated in both 

music and worship so that the highest level of response to a variety of types of music and 

services can be attained. 

If the area of nurture is neglected, then believers within the body will be in conflict, the 

church's worship will not be acceptable to God, and the church's witness will be seen as being 

hypocritical.  This type of church body would be similar to a physical body that is paralyzed; the 

head, being Jesus Christ, would know what to do, but the body, believers who are in conflict, 

would not be able to carry out the commands from the head.  Another problem created by 

overlooking this element is that the church will eventually contain only spiritual babes with no 

mature Christians in the body.  In this case, the fully mature head of Jesus Christ would be given 

a infant's body, which would not be able to respond to His commands due to a lack of maturity. 

In contrast, careful attention to this area will create a mature body of Christ that does the 

will of God.  Each part of the body would respond to Christ's commands in coordination with the 

other members of the body.  All Christians will be nurtured, which will produce spiritual 

maturity at both the individual and corporate levels. 

Guidelines for the element of nurture and music's relationship to it are established from 

the foundational element of the Bible as the basis for a philosophy of church music.  Because 

relationships with other believers are successful only if the relationship with God is intimate, a 

church's nurture life is dependent upon its emphasis on worship as its first priority. 

The Bible mentions the correlation found between the believer's relationship with God 

and his relationship with others in Romans 15:5-11.
32

  When the believer's relationships with 

God is right, then God will give those believers a "spirit of unity" so that "with one heart and 

mouth" they can "glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ."
33

  Thus, the act of 

believers singing together comes out of a unity with other Christians that God gives to those who 
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Romans 15:5-11 NIV (New International Version). 

     
33

Romans 15:5-6 NIV (New International Version). 
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obey Him. 

The unity among believers also affects the ability of the believer to worship God.  

Biblical evidence of this fact is given in Matthew 5:23-24.
34

  In this passage, Jesus gives the 

command for Christians to reconcile any problems with other believers prior to offering their 

gifts to God.  Thus, Christian nurture and fellowship are necessary to maintain good relationships 

with other believers, which enables one's offerings to be pleasing to God. 

Biblical instruction is also given concerning the use of music in the nurture life of the 

church.  I Corinthians 14:26 states that the singing of a hymn should be done "for the 

strengthening of the church."
35

  Our singing should also exhort and encourage fellow believers 

rather than cursing them as is stated in James 3:9-10.
36

 

Music can be used to teach biblical truths and content.
37

  In fact, much of what most 

Christians believe has developed from hymns that they have sung rather than from sermons that 

they have heard.  Therefore, careful attention must be given to the music that is chosen for use in 

corporate services to assure that it is biblically and theologically sound.  Music can also be used 

to foster "godly attitudes and desires" that result in Christ-like behavior.
38

  Christian fellowship 

and the edification of the body are enriched and expressed through the proper use of music as 

well.
39

  Through this fellowship and edification, the members develop close relationships with 

one another that glorify God and exhibit His nature to the world. 
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Matthew 5:23-24 NIV (New International Version). 

     
35

I Corinthians 14:26 NIV (New International Version). 

     
36

James 3:9-10 NIV (New International Version). 

     
37

Leafblad, 70. 

     
38

Ibid. 
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See Ibid. 
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Priority of Outreach or Evangelism 

The outreach or evangelistic life of the church and the relationship of music to that 

segment of church life must also be an element of consideration in a philosophy of church music.  

This element is important because ministry to the world is commanded in the Bible.  Known as 

the "Great Commission," Jesus' command for evangelism can be found in Matthew 28:18-20, 

Mark 16:15-18, and Acts 1:8.
40

  Views about outreach affect the overall philosophy of church 

music in that outreach prevents the church's becoming too introverted and occurs out of a proper 

concept of worship and nurture. 

An understanding of the church's outreach and the relationship of music to it would be 

reflected in the type of musical programs and services that would be presented to minister to the 

world.  Without serious consideration to this element, the church music program would become 

like the Dead Sea in that all of the benefits from the areas of worship and nurture would be 

received by the body but would not be channeled to those outside the body.  Without this 

outward flow, the church becomes stagnant, stops growing, and may eventually die.  When 

attention is given to this area, others are brought into the kingdom of God and the church so that 

the body of Christ continues to grow and the work of the Lord continues to be done. 

Instructions for outreach and music's relationship to evangelism also come from the foundational 

basis of the Bible.  Outreach is dependent upon worship and nurture in that it can only be 

accomplished when these first two priorities are firmly established.
41

  Once a Christian 

communes with God, he will love other believers, which will be evident to the world.  This love 

for others will give credibility to his testimony.  A biblical example of this principle is found in 

Acts 16:25-34.
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Matthew 28:18-20, Mark 16:15-18, and Acts 1:8 NIV (New International Version). 
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See Ortlund. 


