Say “Amen!”
Music that Ministers to Everyone

A Study of 1 Corinthians 14 by Dave Detwiler

In worship, we should not be so preoccupied with God that we ignore one another.
Worship has a horizontal dimension as well as a vertical focus. It is to be God-centered,
but it is also to be both edifying and evangelistic. Worship that is unedifying
or unevangelistic may not properly claim to be God-centered.’

John Frame

One of the recent and most beloved additions to our repertoire of congregational songs is
Shout to the Lord by Australian worship director and songwriter Darlene Zschech.” The song
declares that the Lord Jesus is “My comfort, my shelter, tower of refuge and strength,” with the
chorus concluding that “Nothing compares to the promise I have in You.”

After singing this powerful song in church a few weeks back, I received a brief note from a
young woman whose fiancé had recently been killed in a car accident. It simply read, “Thanks for
the song ‘Shout to the Lord.’ I needed the message that nothing compares to the promise I have
in Him.”

As a worship leader, there is no greater joy than to know that God has used the music in
church to truly minister to someone. And wouldn’t it be great if this happened all the time—not
only for individuals, but for the gathered community as a whole? According to 1 Corinthians 14,

the focus of this article, it is not only possible but mandatory!



Sadly, however, 1 Corinthians 14 has been a source of considerable confusion and
controversy for believers and churches in recent years. And yet here we find Paul saying more
about corporate worship than anywhere else in his letters. Further, quietly tucked away in his
forceful discussion on prophecy and tongues in the assembly are two vitally important verses
about music in worship—verses that must be understood and applied in churches today if our
music ministries are to be truly biblical:

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 (1 Cor 14:15).

What then shall we say, brothers? 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 (1 Cor 14:26).

What did Paul mean by “sing with my spirit” and “sing with my mind”? How are these two
different? Are both valid in church? And what about his remark that “everyone has a hymn” when
the church comes together? Is he saying that everyone wants to sing a solo, or that everyone
wants to lead worship, or what? And, whichever it is, should everyone be allowed to do so
(there’s a long service for you!)? What is clear is that the singing “must be done for the
strengthening of the church,” but is this to imply that music in church is not to be focused on
God?

To answer these and other crucial questions, we’ll need to do what any careful student of
the Bible would do: examine the verses within the setting of 1 Corinthians and the specific context
of chapter 14. This, of course, will take some time and effort, and the temptation to skip ahead to
the practical application section will no doubt be strong. But stay with me! If you end up affirming

my conclusions, you’ll need to know how I arrived at them—and how you can communicate them

persuasively to others.



To Corinth With Love

When Paul brought the gospel to Corinth in the early 50s (Acts 18), he found himself in
what has been called “one of the truly great cities of the Roman world.” This growing city was
characterized by great religious and ethnic diversity and proved to supply fertile ground for
planting a church of Jesus Christ (Acts 18:8). Paul himself stayed on in Corinth for eighteen
months, “teaching them the word of God” (18:11), but other leaders, notably Apollos, also had a
significant impact on the community as it grew (see Acts 19:1; 1 Cor 1:12; 3:4-6). Here was a
young church that was founded and taught by some of the most gifted Christian leaders of the
first century—and yet it still had serious problems (I find that fact strangely comforting!).

The letter we know as 1 Corinthians is actually the third in a series of exchanges between
Paul and “the church of God in Corinth” (1:2).* Here, Paul seeks to address not only the conflict

within the community, but, even more, the conflict between the community and himself.

Not Exactly a Megachurch

How large was this particular Christian community? One scholar lists thirteen men and three
women who may be identified with the church in Corinth (nine of which, he contends, belonged to
the upper classes).” Given that all were probably married and at least two were baptized along
with their “entire household” (Crispus, Acts 18:8; and Stephanas, 1 Cor 1:16; 16:15), it has been
suggested that the church had at least fifty members.°

What is far more certain is that the church, however large it was at the time, was a
predominantly Gentile community. In other words, there were very few Jewish Christians among

them. In his excellent commentary, Gordon Fee explains the significance of this fact:



As former pagans they brought to the Christian faith a Hellenistic worldview and attitude
toward ethical behavior. Although they were the Christian church in Corinth, an inordinate
amount of Corinth was yet in them, emerging in a number of attitudes and behaviors that
required radical surgery without killing the patient. This is what 1 Corinthians attempts to
do.”

What is also certain is that these new followers of Christ gathered for corporate worship in
the only places readily available to them—their homes (Acts 18:7; 1 Cor 16:19)." This would
place a limit on the number that could gather at one time, for even in the larger homes of wealthy
believers, the atrium—the large open room where the church would likely have met—could hold
only about fifty people (provided the furniture and decorative urns had been moved).” Given that
there were likely more than fifty members in the church and that meetings were open to outsiders
(see 1 Cor 14:23), there were probably several groups that met in different homes throughout the
city. This probably explains the theological divisions that were plaguing the church (see 1:10-13
and 3:1-9).

Why is all of this important for us to know? It is in this specific life setting that we are
granted our first glimpse of what corporate worship is all about according to Paul. More than

likely, it is a far cry from the contexts in which you and I minister, and we must keep this in mind

as we proceed to take a closer look at the passage.

Understanding 1 Corinthians 14

Chapter 14 concludes a larger section that began two chapters earlier with the words, “Now
concerning spiritual gifts” (12:1). After underscoring both the unity and diversity of the body of

Christ (chapter 12) and providing a much-needed emphasis on love as “the norm and guide for the
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exercise of all gifts” "~ (chapter 13), Paul now seeks to correct what must have been an enormous



problem in Corinth: the unrestrained use of “tongues” (or “glossolalia,” as some refer to it) in the
church gatherings.

One commentator creatively entitles chapter 14 “The Agony of the Ecstasy,” and he is right
on target.'"" What should have been a rich time of mutual ministry and God-honoring worship had
been reduced to “a virtual cacophony of individual expressions which sunder the unity of the
body.”'* Just imagine thirty or forty people gathered in your living room, with each person in his
or her own little spiritual world, speaking or singing to God in different languages at the same
time, and you pretty much get the picture. The situation was even worse when the Corinthians
gathered for the Lord’s supper (see 11:17-34).

Such conditions were heartbreaking to Paul and an utter disaster in terms of the spiritual life
and growth of the church in Corinth. And yet, as one scholar observes, were it not for this mess,
we would know very little about early Christian worship:

In 1 Cor. 14 Paul has occasion to speak of singing in worship only because the Corinthian

enthusiasts threaten to transform worship into chaos through their preference for glossolalia.

This situation alone—similar to the problems at the eucharist [Lord’s supper]—is the reason

that we learn specifics about the ‘Spirit-filled” worship in the Pauline church."

Paul’s major concern throughout the chapter is the edification or building up of the church.
The Corinthians had completely lost sight of this basic dynamic, opting instead for virtuoso
displays of tongues-speaking that were of benefit to no one but the performer.'* In crafting his
response, Paul seeks to affirm the gift of tongues in its proper context while making it clear that

prophecy—a gift they had likely been neglecting—is to be preferred in the assembly precisely

because it “edifies the church” (14:4).



Prophecy is Greater than Tongues (1-5)

Paul begins the chapter by picking up where he left off at the end of chapter 12, only now he
is more specific: the “greater gifts” they are to “eagerly desire” (12:31) are reduced to the singular
gift of prophecy (14:1). This is pitted against the Corinthians’ clear preference for uninterpreted
tongues, with the overall concern of the apostle being the strengthening of the church.

The reasons Paul gives for preferring prophecy over tongues are basic. In verses 2 through 4
he clarifies that the person speaking in a tongue

(a) is speaking to God"

(b) in a way that is unintelligible to everyone present, and therefore

(c) is edifying him or herself and not the church
On the other hand, those same verses reveal that the person prophesying

(a) is speaking to people

(b) in a way that is intelligible to everyone present, and therefore

(c) is edifying the church and not just him or herself'®

Verse 5 then sums up the matter for Paul, as he encourages speaking in tongues (although
not in church—unless it is interpreted; see verses 13, 27-28) but gives clear priority to prophecy
so that, once again, “the church may be edified.” Indeed, “the love which seeks not its own
advantage must prefer a gift which benefits all to one which is a delight and a help to on one but

. 17
its possessor.”

Intelligibility for the Sake of Believers (6-19)
You would think that Paul had made his point, but, surprisingly, he presses the matter of
tongues even further by personalizing his argument, suggesting just how much of a problem this

really was in Corinth.



“Now brothers,” Paul writes, “if I come to you and speak in tongues, what good will I be to
you, unless I bring you some revelation or knowledge or prophecy or word of instruction?”” (verse
6; notice that he has expanded the list of gifts or activities that build up others). This rhetorical
question is followed by three simple analogies that emphasize the need for clear communication:
The sound or melody produced by instruments such as the harp or flute must be distinct in order
to be understood and appreciated (verse 7); similarly, the trumpet call to battle must be clear
enough for soldiers to understand what they must do (verse 8); and, finally, Paul reminds his
readers that foreign languages make no sense to those who do not understand them (verses 10-
11).

Let me digress for just a moment. In the first two analogies Paul singles out the flute, harp,
and trumpet—probably for no other reason than that they were the most popular instruments or
classes of instruments at that time.'® The flute and harp are even referred to as “lifeless things that
make sounds,” leading some to believe that Paul had a low view of musical instruments—
especially in the context of worship. However, while it is true that we have no explicit record of
instruments being utilized in the worship of New Testament churches, there is no need to
conclude that Paul was opposed to them on the basis of these verses. The term “lifeless things”
was used to describe statues as well as instruments,'’ and, in both cases, the items are obviously
“lifeless” or “inanimate” in comparison with people. Paul was not taking a pot-shot at
instruments; he was merely stating a fact.

Returning now to the flow of our passage, verse 9 applies the point of Paul’s three
analogies: Speaking in a tongue is of no value to others precisely because it is not intelligible.
“For this reason,” the apostle continues in verse 13, “anyone who speaks in a tongue should pray

that he may interpret what he says,” thus making it intelligible to everyone. “For if I pray in a



tongue, my spirit prays, but my mind in unfruitful” (verse 14). In other words, no one—including,
it would seem, the one speaking—understands what is being said unless an interpretation is
provided.

“So what shall I do?,” verse 15 goes on to ask, meaning “What then is the upshot of all
this?” Paul is bringing his argument to a practical conclusion: “I will pray with my spirit [that is, |
will continue speaking in tongues], but I will also pray with my mind [that is, I will pray with
understanding for the sake of others as well]; I will sing with my spirit [that is, in tongues], but I

will also sing with my mind.”

Singing with Understanding

The reference to singing catches us a bit by surprise. Is Paul simply noting a common
activity in church gatherings (and one that he held dear; see Acts 16:25; Col 3:16; Eph 5:19)? Or
was part of the abuse of tongues in Corinth the musical expression of these utterances? Perhaps
both are in view. But whatever the case, “The inference here,” writes Ralph Martin, “is that Paul
expected Christian praise to be meaningful and not simply—as it seems to have been at Corinth—
the effusion of emotional, subrational outbursts.””’ This is the primary significance of singing
“with my mind” versus singing “with my spirit.” In other words, the concern for intelligibility that
has been made throughout this chapter applies to the songs that are sung in corporate worship as
well.

Is there any way for us to know what kind of songs Paul may have had in mind? The verb
“sing” (psallo) originally meant to pluck a stringed instrument, but eventually came to refer to

singing, or, more specifically, singing praise.”' Elsewhere in the New Testament it always refers to



singing a song of praise to God (see Rom 15:9; Eph 5:19; James 5:13), and this is obviously the
case here as well. But what kind of compositions are in view?

Paul almost certainly has in mind spontaneous singing when he says, “I will sing with my
spirit,” as all tongues activity—musical or otherwise—is spontaneous. But are the songs sung
“with my mind” (that is, intelligibly) also understood to be spontaneous? Many commentators
think so. James Dunn, for example, believes that

It is clear from 1 Cor. 14:15 that Paul recognizes a kind of charismatic hymnody—both a

singing in tongues (here = ‘with the spirit’) and a singing with intelligible words (‘with the

mind’). Since Paul in this context seems to be thinking solely of inspired utterance, whether
edifying the mind (prophecy) or leaving it unfruitful (glossolalia), we must presume that
both types of singing envisaged in 14:15 were spontaneous.”

Gordon Fee agrees that “spontaneous hymns of praise were offered to God in the
congregation,” but also suggests that “some may have been known beforehand,”* and this is
reasonable speculation (possibly supported by verse 26, which we will consider shortly). It is also
reasonable to suggest that these spontaneous songs—and perhaps even the prepared songs—were

individual contributions offered ideally for the edification of the church. In other words, Paul is

probably talking about “solos” in some sense here.

Can You Say “Amen”?
In verses 16 and 17 Paul further applies his basic point in this section, namely that
intelligibility is required if others are to be edified:
Otherwise, if you say a blessing with the spirit, how can anyone in the position of an
outsider say the “Amen” to your thanksgiving, since the outsider does not know what you
are saying? For you may give thanks well enough, but the other person is not built up

(NRSV).

Two things are important for us to observe in these verses.
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First of all, what has previously been referred to as “speaking in a tongue”, “praying in a
tongue,” and “praying with my spirit” (all referring to the same phenomenon), is now described as
“saying a blessing with the spirit” and “giving thanks.” This is consistent with the fact that,
according to Paul, when one speaks in a tongue he or she “is speaking to God” (verse 2). Further,
it suggests something of the content of the prayers and songs to be offered in worship—whether
privately or in public.

Secondly, such offerings of praise and thanksgiving are meant to be clearly understood and
affirmed by “outsiders.” In fact we should hear a hearty “Amen” from them!** But who are these
people?

The term itself (idiotes, and please don’t think of “idiots” as we tend to use the word) is
used elsewhere in the New Testament to designate those who are uneducated (Acts 4:13) or
unskilled (2 Cor 11:6). Here it may carry the sense of “an outsider as opposed to one who
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‘belongs.””” Thus the reference could be to “one who understands neither the phenomenon of

tongues nor its message without interpretation,””’

and this could apply to anyone in the
congregation—Christians and well as non-Christians. However, given Paul’s overall concern for
the edification of the church in this section, he is most likely referring here to believers. Besides,
“even mature Christians play the role of the uninitiated when they hear uninterpreted tongues.””’
In concluding this section, Paul reveals that he is an avid tongues-speaker himself (verse 18)
but clarifies that “in the church I would rather speak five intelligible words to instruct others than
ten thousand words in a tongue” (verse 19). Corporate worship, the apostle strongly emphasizes,

is no time for uninterpreted tongues; it is a time for meaningful communication—both spoken and

sung—for the sake of the believing community.
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Intelligibility for the Sake of Unbelievers (20-25)

The next section of Paul’s argument presents some special problems for the interpreter (for
example, concerning verses 20-22, in what sense are tongues a sign for unbelievers?>*). For our
purposes, however, it is enough to observe that in verses 23-25 Paul now emphasizes the
importance of intelligibility for the sake of the visitors that may be present: “If, therefore, the
whole church comes together and all speak in tongues, and outsiders or unbelievers enter, will

they not say that you are out of your mind?” (verse 23).

The Origins of Seeker-Sensitivity

As Paul reveals in this verse, church meetings were open to “outsiders” (the same word
used back in verse 16) and “unbelievers,” and, based on their response to prophesying in verses
24-25, both terms are probably referring to non-Christians in this case. If there is a distinction
between the two, it is probably that those called “outsiders” here are, as Leon Morris suggests,
“people who had not committed themselves to Christianity, but who were interested and had thus

. 29
ceased to be merely ‘unbelievers.’”

We have our own word for them today: seekers.

These people may have been guests of the one hosting the gathering, or perhaps the
unbelieving spouses of some of the church members, but regardless of who or what brought them,
the meeting was to be meaningful to them as well as to the believers present. Thus, as Paul writes
in verse 23, if “all are speaking in tongues” (which is apparently exactly what was happening in
Corinth), the non-Christians who join the gathering will conclude, “You are out of your mind!”
and, in a sense, they would be right!

On the other hand, “if all prophesy” (verse 24), a seeker may be convicted and ultimately

worship God, falling on his or her face proclaiming, “God is really among you!” (verse 25).This is
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the potential—and certainly the preferred!—impact of corporate worship on those who visit the
assembly. The key is intelligible, ordered, Spirit-inspired sharing, and this leads us to the next

section of Paul’s discourse.

Order that Promotes Edification (26-38)

“What then shall we say, brothers?,” Paul asks, once again summing up the situation for his
readers. “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” (verse
26).

Is Paul describing what was happening in the Corinthian church, or what should be
happening? In favor of the former understanding, there is the glaring omission of prophecy in the
list and an overall impression of a highly individualized (read selfish) approach to worship that fits
the situation in Corinth quite well. However, if the Corinthians were as absorbed in the tongues
phenomenon as Paul implies throughout the chapter, the list should probably be viewed as
corrective rather than descriptive. “Everyone has something to contribute for the benefit of others
in church,” Paul seems to be saying, “and it is not all tongues-speaking!” This is consistent with

the verses that follow as well.

Songs that Strengthen the Church

What is most intriguing for us concerning the list in verse 26 is that Paul begins with “a
hymn,” which perhaps indicates the importance he placed on music in worship (see Col 3:16). The
word here is psalmos which, as you might have guessed, can refer to the Old Testament Psalms,

and Luke does in fact use the word in this way (see Luke 20:42; 24:44; Acts 1:20;
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13:33).However, it can also refer more generally to a song of praise.’® Given the context of this
verse (chapter 14) and the make-up of the Corinthian church (mostly former pagans), it is highly
unlikely that Paul is referring here to a Jewish Psalm.

So what kind of song is he referring to? He may have had in mind a previously prepared
Christian song that is brought to the church either as a solo or for all to sing, or he may have been
thinking of a spontaneous musical offering (as in verse 15). Either way—and we need not choose
one over the other—what is abundantly clear is that the apostle is calling for songs of praise that
are intelligible so that the church may be built up.

The remainder of this section (verses 27-38) provides the Corinthian community with
practical guidelines concerning both the use of tongues and the use of prophecy in the
congregation. In both cases, because “God is not a God of disorder but of peace” (verse 33), only
one person should speak or sing at a time, and, in the case of tongues, there must be interpretation
or else silence and a limit placed on how many speakers may contribute on any given occasion.
This is not at all meant to discourage spontaneity; only to keep it within the overall context of

edification.

Are Women Allowed to Sing?

The tail end of this section (verses 33b-38) is the most problematic for interpreters and it has
received an enormous amount of attention.”' For our purposes, the troublesome statement that
“women should remain silent in the churches” (verse 34) should be interpreted in light of 11:5,
where Paul speaks positively of women praying and prophesying. Therefore, whatever else the
meaning and implications of this passage might be, it is certainly not a wholesale restriction on

women concerning their participation in corporate worship. Singing, in particular, as Ambrose
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wrote in the fourth century, “is gratifying for all ages and fitting for both sexes.”” This finds clear
support in Colossians 3:16, where Paul urges the believers in Colossae to teach and admonish one

. . . 33
another—women included—with various songs.

Concluding Exhortations (39-40)

The chapter moves to a close with a final word of encouragement from the apostle:
“Therefore, my brothers, be eager to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in tongues” (verse 39).
Paul does not want the Corinthians to conclude that tongues are altogether inappropriate in their
gatherings; he merely wants them to give higher priority to prophecy, and to ensure that both gifts
will be utilized in a way that builds up the church.

His last statement sums up the guidelines he has been giving them in the latter half of the
chapter: “But all things [singing included] should be done decently and in order” (verse 40,
NRSV). Once again, Paul does not mean that there is no place for spontaneity in corporate
worship (the entire chapter argues otherwise). The apostle is merely reminding them one last time
that contributions must be made one at a time and in a way that “speaks to [others] for their

strengthening, encouragement and comfort” (verse 3).

Applying 1 Corinthians 14

What does all of this mean for us today? How can we effectively apply what Paul reveals

about corporate worship in 1 Corinthians 14?
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Rethinking “Church”

First of all, it must be admitted that most church services today look nothing like what Paul
was calling for in this chapter. Ben Witherington is quite right when he notes that the sort of
meeting the apostle was advocating in Corinth “involved the participation of most, if not all, of
those present. It was not a performance of a few superstars for the benefit of the many, who were
reduced to an audience.”* Robert Banks, in his eye-opening book Paul’s Idea of Community,
adds, “Since all have something to give, there are no mere spectators in church but only active
participants.”’

According to Paul, church members in Corinth were either to share something for the sake
of others, such as “a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation”
(verse 26), or be prepared to add their “Amen!” to such offerings (verse 16)—or perhaps both.
And the “outsiders and unbelievers” present, while understandably being spectators to some
degree, were to be overwhelmed by what was going on and chime in themselves, declaring, “God
is really among you!” (verse 25).

Why do so many of our church services today fail to be participatory in nature? The major
reason is probably the size and setting of our gatherings. In Corinth, as well as everywhere else in
the first few centuries of church history, meetings were held in the warm and inviting environment
of private homes where, as we have noted, probably no more than about fifty people could gather
at one time. Such conditions surely facilitated lively participation. As meetings grew larger and
the setting became more formal (meeting in church buildings, like we do today), it must have
become increasingly difficult—if not logistically impossible—to apply Paul’s picture of corporate
worship in 1 Corinthians 14. Frankly, this should cause us to rethink whether such large

gatherings should be seen as central to church life (there’s a radical thought for you!).
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So what am I saying? Sell your church building and split into house churches? Not
necessarily.

In my setting, for example, we have upwards of 1,500 worshipers who gather over the
weekend in four services in a fairly large auditorium. If everyone came with something to share
(we’ll give them a couple of minutes each), services would last for a total of at least fifty hours!
Our solution to this dilemma, like many other churches today, has been to emphasize and provide
for a vital small group ministry meeting mostly in homes where genuine fellowship and active
participation can be experienced by all of those present.

In addition, I have been doing everything I can to make our times of large group worship as
participatory as possible—from giving priority to congregational singing over so-called “special
music” to providing “open mics” at times where a limited number of people can share for the
benefit of others.”®

Having said all of the above, let me add a brief word of clarification: 1 Corinthians 14 is not
the last word on corporate worship in the New Testament. As D. A. Carson has rightly pointed
out, “These verses do not describe all that should take place in every meeting of the church.”’
Noticeably absent, for example, is the reading and preaching of Scripture (see 1 Tim 4:13),
corporate prayer (see Acts 2:42 and 4:24), and the Lord’s supper or communion (see 1 Cor
11:171).

Furthermore, there is no mention of church leaders in the chapter. But, as Carson once again
explains, “there were elders operating in the Pauline churches virtually from their inception [see
Acts 14:23]; and we must ask what these elders were doing. We must similarly ask when and

where in the church’s life those who were recognized teachers (as in [1 Cor] 12:28) discharged
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their gifts.”" We obviously do not have a complete picture of worship in the early church here,

and so applying the chapter must proceed in a balanced and thoughtful manner.

Some Implications for Music in Worship Today
What do we specifically learn in 1 Corinthians 14 that will help us in our music ministries

today? Here are seven implications for your consideration.

1. Music in worship is an important activity in the life of the church

This is not news to you, I realize, but it is worth noting. While in this chapter Paul is
primarily interested in downplaying tongues-speaking and encouraging prophecy in the assembly,
it is significant that we find two references to singing in the course of his argument. Verse 26, in
particular, makes it clear that certain activities other than prophecy also serve to strengthen the
church, and singing a hymn is at the top of the list.

It is surprising to me—and quite disheartening—to discover that not everyone has such a
high view of music in the church. A number of years ago a church leader told me quite frankly
that he felt that music and singing was just “filler” until we got to the important part of the
service: the sermon. This attitude is sometimes shared by regular church attenders as well. When
people arrive late for one of our worship services, after the bulk of our congregational singing is
over, I am occasionally asked when I’m seen out in the hallway,”® “Has the preaching started
yet?” No one, to my recollection, has ever exclaimed, “Oh no, we missed the singing!” (of course,
those who value congregational singing probably arrived early!).

Even at the time of the Protestant Reformation, a defining period for many of our churches,

the importance of music in worship was not agreed upon. Ulrich Zwingli, the most musically
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gifted of all the 16™ century reformers, was actually antagonistic towards the use of music in the
church, eliminating singing in 1523 and destroying pipe organs in 1527.*" Martin Luther, on the
other hand, declared, “I have no use for cranks who despise music, because it is a gift of God,”*'
and went on to make considerable reforms in congregational song.

Luther was obviously much more in line with Paul’s heart on this issue, and the same should
be said of us. As the psalmist encourages, “Come, let us sing for joy to the LORD, let us shout
aloud to the Rock of our salvation. Let us come before him with thanksgiving and extol him with

music and song” (Psalm 95:1-2).

2. Music in worship is a means of blessing and thanking God

This is not exactly an eye-opener either, but it should be emphasized. In verse 15 Paul links
praying with singing—both of which are understood to be directed to God—and further describes
these activities as “saying a blessing” and “giving thanks” (verse 16). Therefore, heartfelt
expressions of worship and gratitude should be characteristic of our singing (make sure your

'7’

repertoire provides for this), and, once again, this should elicit an “Amen!” from others as they

join in on the praise.
Paul Westermeyer, respected teacher and cantor, and author of The Church Musician,
clarifies this fundamental role of music in worship:

The church’s song, especially for Protestants, is most obviously a song of praise. Many
psalms—Iike 98, “O sing to the Lord a new song,” or 100, which calls us to “come into
[God’s] presence with singing,” or 150, where instruments and “everything that breathes’
are all exhorted to praise the Lord—give expression to what is implicit throughout the
Bible: god is to be praised, and music is one of the chief vehicles for expressing that
praise.

b
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Luther, as Westermeyer goes on to note, gives us additional insight along these lines: “For
God has cheered our hearts and minds through His dear Son, whom He gave for us to redeem us
from sin, death, and the devil. He who believes this earnestly cannot be quiet about it. But he must
gladly and willingly sing. . . .”*> Our worship ministries should be unleashing believers to

corporately bless and thank our great and gracious Lord!

3. Music in worship is also a means of edifying the church

It is doubtful whether the issue of edification could ring out any louder in this chapter. In
fact, according to Paul, it is not primarily to worship God that we gather as believers (as strange
as that may sound**). Rather, as David Peterson explains in his excellent study Engaging With
God: A Biblical Theology of Worship, “Paul’s emphasis is on coming together to participate in
the edification of the church.”* Therefore, “It is not enough that God be praised in song,” as
another scholar goes on to clarify, “it, like all the other parts of the service, must conduce to the
building up of the Body of Christ.*

But what exactly does this mean? How do we go about singing in a way that builds up the
church? First of all, taking our cue from the situation in Corinth, we must sing with others in mind
and not just pursue private communion with God when we gather as a community. To put it more
simply, “we should not be so preoccupied with God that we ignore one another.”*” Such a
commitment requires disciplined thinking and a servant’s heart, for we tend to be conditioned and
even encouraged to “focus on God” when we sing. This, of course, is not a bad thing, but it does
not adequately address our social responsibility in worship. We must not only be aware of God
when we sing in church; we must also be aware of those around us and seek to encourage them as

we worship together.
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What are some practical ways we can do this? To begin with, let me state the obvious: when
we are encouraged and expected to sing in church . .. we should SING! I am always deeply
encouraged when I look out at the congregation and see so many people singing their hearts
out—whether they’re on pitch or not! Such vigorous participation is not only a joy to observe,
but it also encourages others around them to lift their hearts and voices to the Lord. On the other
hand, when I see people flipping through the worship folder rather than singing, or just staring
straight ahead with a blank look on their face and their arms folded (yes, we have those people at
our church, too!), a very negative message is conveyed about the importance of participating in
worship and nobody is edified.

In addition, we who lead worship in the congregation must give serious thought to the
impact the music we choose will have on others. Will it be meaningful to them? Will it be helpful?
Will it encourage unity and stimulate growth? Will an unrehearsed congregation be able to sing it?

We should also be conscious of the pronouns in the songs we choose for worship. There are
many excellent songs written in the first person singular (“I Sing the Mighty Power of God,”
“Lord, I Lift Your Name On High,” “I Believe In Jesus,” and so on) but these should be balanced
with songs in the first person plural—especially during communion—to reinforce that we are
indeed a community of worshipers (songs such as “O God, Our Help In Ages Past,” “Our God
Reigns,” and “We Believe”). In addition, many songs can be easily adapted to reflect this
important understanding (for example, “O For a thousand tongues to sing our great Redeemer’s
praise . . .”’). When song lyrics are projected on a screen or printed in the worship folder, such
minor alterations can be carried out with little or no difficulty.

A commitment to edifying the church in our worship also means that we must find and

utilize songs that accurately reflect biblical truth. As Paul explained to the Ephesian elders in Acts
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20:32, it is God and “the word of his grace, which can build you up and give you an inheritance
among all those who are sanctified” (emphasis added). Therefore, songs that are consistent with
“the word of his grace” will greatly minister to our congregations. However, not every Christian
song that is published is theologically sound, and it is up to the worship leader to discern this. We
must remember that
One ultimate effect of repetitive singing is that people finally begin to believe what they sing,
however subconsciously. This must be respected by all who choose music for corporate
worship since untruths, sentimental half-truths, and questionable theological concepts can be
ingrained as easily as that which is pure and holy.*

“May my tongue sing of your word,” the psalmist prays, “for all your commands are righteous”

(Psalm 119:172).

4. Music in worship must be intelligible if it is to edify others

This emphasis is also pervasive throughout the chapter. Paul declares that our singing
should be edifying (verse 26) and therefore it must be intelligible, for “only speech that can be
understood by others has the potential for building up or edifying the congregation.”* As we have
already learned from the chapter, this immediately relegates all tongues-speaking and tongues-
singing to a private context—unless, of course, it is interpreted. It amazes me how frequently this
simple directive is ignored by various churches I have had the opportunity to visit. Ironically, as a
brother in Christ who is passionate about worship, I have felt estranged rather than built up in
some of these gatherings.

The concern for intelligibility, however, surely applies beyond the tongues phenomenon. For
example, unless the lyrics are translated, songs sung in a foreign language such as Latin will be

unintelligible to most everyone present. Even the language of some older English and American
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hymns may be hard for many people to understand (consider the classic example, “Here I raise
mine Ebenezer” from verse 2 of the hymn “Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing”). In such cases
the songs should either be explained, updated, or perhaps even retired in terms of congregational
use (in the recently published Celebration Hymnal, “Ebenezer” is nowhere to be found in the
adapted hymn™).

Does this mean that thou shouldst avoideth or changeth all songs that contain archaic
language? (Sorry, I couldn’t resist!) Not necessarily. John Frame, professor of apologetics and
systematic theology at Westminster Seminary (CA), and author of Contemporary Worship Music:
A Biblical Defense, has this to say on the matter:

Now, intelligibility, to some extent, implies contemporaneity. This is not to say that

everything must be perfectly up-to-date. The occasional use of archaic language can be

effective communication. Archaisms, if they are not used all the time, can arrest the
attention and elicit a thoughtful hearing, if only by arousing healthy curiosity about the
meaning of the language. Ancient language can also convey to worshipers a sense of unity
with the church of past centuries, and that is a good thing.”'

Brian Doerksen, speaking for the Vineyard, affirms this last thought when he writes, “We
generally do not update the words of these hymns so that we can identify with every part of the
church (e.g., ‘My Jesus I Love Thee’), though the vast majority of our other lyrics are culture-
current.”

Of course, the lyrics of newer songs may also prove to be difficult to comprehend in some
cases, and the worship leader or soloist must be mindful of this as well. Furthermore, as Doerksen
suggests above, songwriters today should avoid using archaic language and stay with language
that is “culture-current” when writing contemporary songs for the church (“I Exalt Thee,” a

simple but effective rendering of Psalm 97:9 composed in recent years, comes to mind). As Old

Testament scholar Ronald Allen explains,
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there is no biblical reason to believe that the pronouns “thou,” “thee,” and “thy” are more
reverent than the words “you” and “your.” These were merely the singular forms of the
pronoun “you” in current use in Elizabethan times. One could as well have said “thou” to a
prostitute and “thee” to a pub-keeper as to use these words in prayer or in song to God.™
One final thought: Worship leaders should be cautious of choosing music primarily on the
basis of melody, style, range or “playability” (I must confess that I am easily tempted along these
lines). If in the final analysis the words of a song are not clear or do not reflect biblical truth, it is
not a good song for the church to sing—even if it does sound great! The bottom line is that each
person in the congregation, whether by listening carefully or by joining in, is to be an active

participant in the music who can add his or her “Amen!” to what is being sung. When the lyrics do

not make sense, this cannot happen.

5. Music in worship should be intelligible to unbelievers as well as believers

While edification should be the primary concern in our singing, verses 23-25 make it clear
that corporate worship is open to non-Christians, and therefore our singing—and all other aspects
of our services—should be as meaningful as possible to them as well. In other words, according
to Paul, our worship practices are to be seeker sensitive. There should be no debate about this,
for, as Pastor Rick Warren clarifies, “A worship service does not have to be shallow to be seeker
sensitive. The message [whether spoken or sung] doesn’t have to be compromised, just
understandable.” >

I know of at least three people in my church who have come to Christ as a direct result of
God using a song to draw them to himself. One woman, in particular, wrote a note recently to

encourage our worship team, telling us that she is often moved to tears during our times of

worship, and requested that we sing again “the song that brought me to Christ, I think it’s called
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‘We Believe.”” This song, written by Graham Kendrick, is essentially a creed set to music, with
the Lord Jesus Christ as the central focus (we have adapted the simple chorus to draw out this
focus even more):

We believe in God the Father, Maker of the universe

And in Christ, His Son, our Savior, come to us by virgin birth

We believe He died to save us, bore our sins, was crucified

Then from death He rose victorious, ascended to the Father’s side

Jesus, Lord of all, Lamb of God

Jesus, Lord of all, Son of God

Jesus, Lord of all, Mighty God

Jesus, Lord of all, Lord and God

We believe He sends His Spirit on His church with gifts and power

God, His word of truth affirming, sends us to the nations now

He will come again in glory, judge the living and the dead

Every knee shall bow before Him, then must every tongue confess

Jesus, Lord of all . . . ¥

I’m sure that if we had sung this song in a foreign language, the response would not have
been the same. The principle is basic: unless our songs are intelligible to the seekers in our midst,
there is little possibility that we will see them “worship[ing] God, exclaiming, ‘God is really
among you!”” (verse 25). Practically speaking, this means that we should look at our songs
through the eyes of outsiders. Are they so full of “in-house” jargon or archaic language that the
visitors among us would be mostly in the dark as to what we were saying? This should be among
our concerns as we choose and utilize music in worship.

Furthermore, not only should the words we sing be meaningful to everyone present in
church (believers and unbelievers), but so should the music that accompanies the words—both in

terms of style and instrumentation. There is considerable debate on this issue, but, on the most

basic level, it must be admitted that music that is not particularly meaningful to the majority of the
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people gathered can hardly be said to be the most encouraging music that could be utilized.
Frame, in his characteristically clear and irenic fashion, reminds us that
if we are to pursue the biblical goal of intelligible worship (1 Cor. 14), we should seek
musical settings that speak the musical languages of our congregation and community. To
do this is not to cater to human taste, but to honor God in his desire to edify people in his
worship. We should not selfishly insist on using music only from our own favorite tradition.
Rather, in the spirit of Christ the servant, we must be willing to sacrifice our own
preferences in order to reach others with the truth. The Great Commission turns us
outward, rather than inward: it calls us even in worship to reach out to those who are
ignorant of Christ and of our musical traditions.>
Obviously, this is primarily a call to utilize contemporary music in our worship—music
written in the styles of the popular culture—for it probably represents the musical languages of
most of the people we have been called to serve (just ask them what radio stations they listen
to!).”’ Similarly, modern instrumentation such as guitars and drums will not only connect better
with the majority of the people (especially boomers and busters), but also represent the talent and
skill resident in our congregations. In my setting, for example, I know of over a dozen guitar

players and five drummers—all eager to serve—while I am only aware of one church member

who is able and willing to play the organ.

6. Music in worship should include individual as well as group participation

Both verse 15 and verse 26 imply that in Corinth songs were offered by individuals either as
a solo or for all to sing. Likewise, in our gatherings, individuals should be given the opportunity at
times to serve others through music while at other times the whole church should be encouraged
to sing together.

Whether one kind of singing or the other was predominant in the Corinthian community, we

simply do not know for sure. However, given Paul’s emphasis on the active participation of
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everyone gathered, we would do well to give the people’s song clear priority over solo or
ensemble performances in our worship services. Barry Liesch, speaking directly to pastors, makes
this point very strongly:

The people’s praise is paramount; protecting that ought to be one of your fundamental

responsibilities. Most music directors would subscribe theoretically to the idea that the

congregation is the first and most important choir. But if you look where they actually put
their energy, you’ll find it seldom goes into improving congregational response.

Don’t be fooled! You can’t expect to develop a strong singing church if you don’t
work at it and allow sufficient time for it. When we fill up the service with choir and special
music to the point that we de-emphasize congregational response, we are teaching the
people to be spectators.”

Of course, we should also be careful not to err on the other side by never allowing
individuals or groups to minister to the congregation through music and song. Such contributions
were welcome and encouraged in Corinth, and the same should hold true for our churches as
well—with one very important caveat (also evidenced in Corinth):

Our worship should never be interrupted by solo singers singing “special music”—solos that

call attention to the singer and add nothing to the fabric of the liturgy. The solo singer, like

the choir, has an obligation to lead the congregation in worship, directing thoughts toward

God, building up the body of Christ.>

I make it a point to (gently!) hammer this into the minds and hearts of those serving on our

worship team as well. Our core identity is that of being servants, not performers.

7. Music in worship should allow for spontaneous contributions
Finally, in verse 15, Paul suggests that some of the singing offered by individuals for the

benefit of others will be spontaneous—whether songs composed and sung on the spot (as was
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probably the case in Corinth), or previously learned songs that come to mind in the flow of the
worship (such as in Acts 4:24-31). Do we allow for such singing in our churches?

On his recent GenX worship album You Are I AM, songwriter and worship leader Darrell
Evans provides a beautiful example of this. He shares that, “As the tears flowed, this song began
spontaneously in a worship service at Open Bible Fellowship. This is my life’s prayer . . .”®

When Your heart beats I want to feel it

When Your voice speaks I want to hear it

When Your eyes cry [ want to catch the tears

I want to know You

Oh my Lord, I want to know You . . .

This is an area in which I am still learning and growing as the Spirit patiently teaches me that
I am not in charge of our worship services. For example, in one of our communion services a few
years back, I decided to put a couple of microphones in the congregation and encouraged people
to share a word of scripture or testimony at a particular point in the service. To everyone’s
surprise, a woman stood up and began to sing a song in Portugese! When she finished, she shared
a brief translation and then told us how the song, sung to her when she was a child by her
grandmother, had led her to trust in Christ. It was a powerful moment that I will never forget.

Of course, the thought of allowing for spontaneity in our worship services may cause the
average pastor to be gripped with fear rather than excitement (and, besides, how would we end
the service on time?)! It’s not hard to imagine certain people getting ahold of the mic and droning
on and on, or perhaps saying or singing something that is anything but edifying. However, fear is
a lousy motive for planning a worship service! To be sure, “Sticking to the script is far safer,”
writes Wayne Jacobson, “but in doing so we miss out on some of the greatest treasures body life

has to offer.”®!
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We must remember—and teach our congregations—that the purpose of spontaneous
participation in church is not to be trendy, informal, or “charismatic”; Rather, it is to build up the
body of Christ. “When you come together,” says Paul, “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” (1 Cor 14:26). Amen!
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