Musings on the Worship Wars
By Scott Sauls
The following statement reflects an attempt to address some of the more common issues today pertaining to debates on worship style, particularly as it pertains to the music of worship.  As a church that embraces a “blended” approach to worship music (incorporating both the ancient and the new), we at Riverside are not dogmatic about any particular “style.”  This is not a “position paper” seeking to defend any particular style, but rather is an examination of both the strengths and weaknesses of various worship styles and traditions—in an attempt to draw from the best of both ancient and modern expressions of the Christian faith.
Preliminary Thoughts

Riverside is a Scriptural church.  At Riverside we are committed to the “Solas” of the Protestant Reformation, the first of which is “Sola Scriptura” (Scripture alone).  Before engaging in dialogue on worship or any other subject, we must first affirm that Scripture is our one and only guide of faith and practice.  We as a church wholeheartedly affirm “the sufficiency of Scripture to define the worship that God desires and prescribes.”  Therefore, personal opinion and preference must always be subjected to correction by the inspired Word of God.

Riverside is not a tradition-driven church.  We must be careful not to assume the right or freedom to be bound (or to bind others) by any man-made tradition (whether of a “traditional” or a “contemporary” flavor) that has its roots in personal preference rather than Scripture.  Recall Isaiah 29:13 which says, “These people come near to Me with their mouth and honor Me with their lips, but their hearts are far from Me.  Their worship of Me is made up only of rules taught by men.”  Scripture requires that we hold on loosely to the way “we feel things ought to be” or the way “we’ve always done it” and, again, subject ourselves to the teaching of Scripture alone on the matter of worship and the music of worship.

Riverside is not a consumer-driven church.  From the beginning we have been committed to worship that is designed exclusively for the honor and enjoyment of God.  In the spirit of loving the Lord our God with our whole selves, our first and all-encompassing aim in worship is to please God (Matthew 22:37-38).  In the spirit of loving our neighbor as ourselves, our second aim is to encourage, strengthen and edify others (Matthew 22:39; 1 Corinthians 14:26, 31; Hebrews 10:24-25).  Our third is to be encouraged, strengthened and edified ourselves.  Flowing out of this list of priorities must be a humble willingness of each person to set aside his or her personal stylistic preferences, particularly those which are non-essential to biblical, Spirit and truth worship.  The following makes this point well:

The debate over church music most often focuses on subjective matters of taste; and on those matters the Scriptures are silent…Scripture does not prescribe a style of music… Consequently, for a person to argue for any particular style as the “right” style of music borders on idolatry…Clearly, the what-we-like trap has ensnared many churches that categorically reject almost anything with a Maranatha or Hosanna logo…This attitude is an expression of our self-centeredness…(This) is not just a problem for those who like the old hymns, traditional gospel songs, or even the classics.  Too many churches that have opted for contemporary music suffer from a single-criteria selection process of their own…Our music is destined to be self-centered if our primary criterion for selecting music is what we like.

Helpful in regard to this matter are Paul’s words to the church at Philippi:  “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.  Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.”  (Philippians 2:3-4)  A fine example of this spirit is Dr. John Frame, professor at Westminster Seminary and music director at New Life Presbyterian Church in Escondido, CA.  Dr. Frame, a gifted musician, has willingly altered his own preferred music style so as to fit the most familiar style to believers of the culture in which he ministers.  A similar parallel would be that of a cross-cultural missionary.  If he plants a church in Africa, he will learn to eat insects in order to identify with the people he serves.  Likewise, he will not likely introduce an organ or an electric guitar into the music mix of a typical worship service.  Rather, he will utilize the instruments of the African culture such as pans, bongo drums, etc., and the culture’s music style, in order that the music might serve as an aid to rather than a distraction from worship.

For the mature believer, to say “I cannot worship that way” to any biblically-warranted music style, then, might possibly be a reflection of his own self-interest and idolatry of style, if in fact there is little or no interest given to the preferences of people other than himself.

Riverside is not a controversy-driven church.  Our leadership has taken a solemn vow to do everything possible to preserve the peace and purity of the church.  Therefore, when issues of disagreement arise, such issues shall be resolved with Bible in hand.  We shall strive for a spirit of charity and of placing the needs and preferences of others above our own. The following words from the Presbyterian Church in America Statement of Identity (from one of our sister denominations) should prove helpful:

We affirm that such matters as worship styles; the areas of service for women in the church (which does not include eldership); (etc.) are important issues.  But these should not be treated as though the very foundation of Christ’s church at large, or the Reformed church in particular, were threatened by them (2 Timothy 3:5).  We further affirm that the wise approach to resolving issues not threatening the very foundations of the church is to promote reflection, to listen and to be willing to change in a spirit of grace and forbearance (Ephesians 5:1-2; Colossians 3:12-16; 4:6).

The Bible and musical instruments

Debates have raged on for centuries regarding the types of instruments that should and should not be used in a public worship setting.  However, the Scriptures themselves leave open a wide range of instruments that may be used in assisting God’s people to worship Him.  Some examples of instruments used in biblical worship include:

Wind instruments:

Trumpet (119 biblical references)

Flute (20 biblical references)

Pipes (7 biblical references)

Stringed instruments:

Harp (57 biblical references)

Lyre / Viol (27 biblical references)

Gittith / Guitar (3 biblical references)

Dulcimer (3 biblical references)

Percussion instruments:

Tambourine / Timbral (17 biblical references)

Cymbals (17 biblical references)

Vocal instruments:

Singing (223 biblical references)

This list is certainly not exhaustive.  There is a multitude of references to the use of a multitude of instruments when the assembly of God’s people gathers to worship Him.  The point that must be made here is that instruments from every category were welcomed, included, and even commanded in biblical worship.  To make a case that certain instruments should be used in a worship service while others should not simply has no biblical warrant.  God has fashioned us for creative and vastly diverse expressions of musical worship.  Consequently, we should be very careful about limiting ourselves to certain instruments.  We should not restrict any particular instrument from our services, provided that the playing of it:

· is consistent with the tone of the particular worship service,

· enhances the musical blend rather than deters it,

· is done tastefully and skillfully (1 Chronicles 15:22), and

· is done in a way that does not manipulate the emotions.

· Additionally, the person playing the instrument must:

· be willing to work in a spirit of unity with the other musicians, and

· demonstrate a desire to honor God in the playing of his / her instrument.

The providence of God should dictate the kind of instruments used at Riverside services.  If God brings a person with a skill to play a specific instrument, and that person and instrument fit the standards listed above, we should do everything possible to incorporate that person into our music ministry.

The Bible and worship music priority

The following two viewpoints represent two approaches to music priority, which should not be considered mutually exclusive.

The “subjective” (or feeling-oriented) approach.  Many prefer that the priority of music in worship be to enable God’s people to “enter in” to a place of heartfelt intimacy with the Father for a sustained period of time.  Often this approach will be accompanied by various physical expressions such as clapping and lifting hands.  Those who advocate this philosophy have used phrases such as “touching the Father’s heart” and “entering in”.  Doctrine and rich content are not ignored, but can at times given second priority to an “experience” of God’s presence, and songs with a lot of words (whether “traditional” or “contemporary”) are sometimes seen as a distraction from rather than an aid to this experience.

The “objective” (or thinking-oriented) approach.  Some prefer that the priority of music in worship be to enable God’s people to “instruct one another” with the rich, biblical content and theology of well-written lyrics.  As the church sings, each person “instructs” the others with sound doctrine, and consequently all are “edified.”  Subjective, emotional, and / or expressive experiences of God’s presence tend to be downplayed and minimized in favor of prioritizing the contemplation of biblical content.  Consequently the more simple songs are often criticized as being “dumbed down” and lacking in substance.  Additionally, services that incorporate a lot of musical instruments and / or certain types of physical expression are sometimes viewed more as “performance” or as a distraction from than an aid to “thoughtful” worship.

While the positive emphases of both these approaches are biblically legitimate, neither seems to be biblically complete.  The error of the pure subjective, feeling-oriented approach is that it often minimizes:

· the biblical priority of rich biblical content and

· the “horizontal” (others-focused) element of public worship as expressed in Colossians 3:16a, “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs…”
The error of the pure objective, thinking-oriented approach is that it often minimizes:

· the heartfelt, passionate nature of biblical worship and

· the “vertical” (God-focused) element of public worship, which must involve singing “psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God”  (Colossians 3:16b).

Scripture teaches us that we are to worship God “in Spirit and in truth” (John 4:23), and the Lord of worship tells us that the greatest commandment is to “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind” (Matthew 22:37).  Both of these passages have much to say regarding both the content-rich and heartfelt nature of biblical worship.  To “worship” in Spirit only, emphasizing the heart and soul but not the mind, leads to a mere emotional experience that lacks essential content.  To “worship” in truth only, emphasizing the mind but not the heart and soul leads to a lifeless worship in which God is honored with the lips but not with the heart (Isaiah 29:13).

As has been said, the “subjective” and “objective” emphases are not mutually exclusive, thus both should be emphasized in the songs we sing.  Consequently, Riverside should seek a rich balance and merging between heartfelt and contemplative types of music.  While this particular approach has its challenges (being a more eclectic and somewhat less defined approach), it seems necessary in order to preserve biblical, Spirit and truth worship.

Biblical challenges to the “subjective” (feeling-oriented) school of thought:

· Consider Colossians 3:16a: “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs…”  There is clearly an emphasis here on biblical content and instructing one another through the medium of music. 
· 1 Corinthians 14:14-19:  “For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my mind is unfruitful.  So what shall I do? I will pray with my spirit, but I will also pray with my mind; I will sing with my spirit, but I will also sing with my mind.  If you are praising God with your spirit, how can one who finds himself among those who do not understand say “Amen” to your thanksgiving, since he does not know what you are saying?  You may be giving thanks well enough, but the other man is not edified.  I thank God that I speak in tongues more than all of you.  But in the church I would rather speak five intelligible words to instruct others than ten thousand words in a tongue.”  This passage, while dealing with the issue of tongues, also illustrates the principle that the edification of one’s mind (and the minds of others) in the public worship setting takes priority over personal, subjective, and / or ecstatic experiences.
· Consider the rich theological content contained in the Psalms, which was the “hymn book” of the first century church.  Also, consider the various songs given to us throughout the New Testament record (e.g., Luke 1:46-56; 68-79; 1 Corinthians 15:3-8).  To say that songs with rich theological content and, consequently, many words are a “distraction from worship” is to accuse most of the songs of the Bible itself as being sub-standard as songs of worship.

Biblical challenges to the “objective” (thinking-oriented) school of thought:

· Consider the content of the Psalms (the hymnbook of the first century church), which is filled with a vast multitude of emotional expression.  Fear, confidence, reverence, joy, and every emotion in between is included.

· Consider the vast physical and emotional expressions described (and even commanded) in Scripture as biblical men and women were “caught up” in the presence of God.  They clapped their hands (Psalm 47:1; 97:8), raised their hands (Psalm 63:4; 134:2; 1 Timothy 2:8), danced and shouted (2 Samuel 6:14-16; Psalm 100:1; 149:3), cried out in a loud voice (Revelation 7:10), wept (Psalm 13), fell facedown (Joshua 7:6; Matthew 17:6; Revelation 7:11-12), lied prostrate before God (1 Kings 18:39), knelt (Luke 22:41; Acts 20:36), rejoiced with happiness and joy (Psalm 68:3), and celebrated the Lord’s goodness “with all their might.” (2 Samuel 6:5).  Clearly, it was commonplace for God’s people to be deeply moved by His presence and the message of His Word during public worship gatherings.  Often such heartfelt encounters with God will lead to a vast array of physical expression.  To accuse emotional and physical responses to God’s presence and Word as being a “distraction” to worship is therefore unwarranted in light of biblical data.

· Consider the simplicity and extensive repetition contained in various songs that are recorded in Scripture (Psalm 133; 136; Isaiah 6:3; Revelation 4:8, 10).  To accuse repetitive songs with few words, but that contain biblical content is to accuse the angels themselves of improper worship.

In the words of Prof. Jerram Barrs, “Worship must involve the worshipper totally.”  A true, biblical worship service will engage the mind (with theological content), the imagination (with creativity), the emotions (with heartfelt and sincere music and exhortation), the will (He is our Lord), the body (we are a living sacrifice to God), and our possessions (all we are and own is the Lord’s).  To dismiss any of these essential elements is to exchange biblical, “Spirit and truth” worship for an idolatrous, man-made form of worship.

The Bible and worship music moods

The following two viewpoints represent two approaches to worship music moods, which also should not be considered mutually exclusive.

The pure “reverence” approach.  Those who prefer this approach rightly place high priority upon approaching God with a deep sense of reverence and respect.  They approach God as “Your Honor,” and worship Him as such.  Pure “reverence” people, while having a thoroughly biblical perspective on the holiness of God, can at times become critical if music takes on a more “celebrative” mood.  They might consider certain “expressive” or “loud” musical instruments (such as drums, electrical instruments, etc.) to be “irreverent” and dishonoring to the occasion of worship.  Things such as informality, casual dress, humor, and conversation prior to the service may also be viewed as lacking respect for the occasion of worship.

The pure “celebration” approach.  Those who prefer this approach rightly place high priority upon approaching God with boldness, freedom, confidence, and joy.  They approach God as “Daddy,” or as an intimate friend, and worship Him as such.  “Celebration” people, while having a thoroughly biblical perspective on God’s fatherly love and acceptance of His children, may at times be critical of a more “serious” mood of worship.  They might criticize certain musical instruments (such as the organ) to be dull and lifeless, and a hindrance to the freedom of joyful worship.  The “celebration” person might view things such as liturgy, “Sunday best” dress, solemnity and contemplative silence prior to the service as lacking intimacy and “joy” over the occasion of worship.

Both approaches have much to bring to the table with respect to worship, therefore neither should be discarded entirely.  However, the critiques of one approach toward the other are in large part unfair.  True, biblical worship calls for a merging of both reverence toward and intimacy with God.

In both Old and New Testaments we see repeated references to the “fear of the Lord.”  As a result of his vision of the Lord’s glory, Manoah expects to die (Judges 13:22), Isaiah calls woes upon himself (Isaiah 6:5), and the tax collector stands at a distance from God and beats his breast (Luke 18:13).  On the other hand, we also see repeated references in which an angel of the Lord encourages such people not to fear because this holy, awe-inspiring God is also “gracious, compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love” (Nehemiah 9:17).  We are told to address and approach Him as “Abba, Father” (Romans 8:15; Galatians 4:6) and that in Christ and through faith in Him “we may approach God with freedom and confidence.” (Ephesians 3:12).  Clearly, then, biblical worship calls for both reverence and intimacy as we approach God in worship.  We do not approach Him in a casual, presumptive way (because He is holy); neither do we approach Him timidly and impersonally, as if He were an altogether transcendent God (because He is our loving Father).

It is helpful in this discussion to consider the Psalms (the main “hymn book” of the biblical saints), which are filled with every expression of the human experience in relation to the Creator.  There is rejoicing in creation (Psalm 19; 29), glorying in the human existence (Psalm 8; 139), praising God for sustaining life and providing for us (Psalm 104, 145), praising God for His commandments (Psalm 119), confessing sin (Psalm 32; 38; 51), praising God for His forgiveness and salvation (Psalm 32; 103), crying out to God in trouble or sorrow (Psalm 3; 7; 13; 27; 42; 55), praying for vindication toward God’s enemies (Psalm 26; 27; 35; 54), praising God for answered prayer and His acts on behalf of His people (Psalm 34; 40; 106), reflecting on the frailty of human existence (Psalm 90; 103), considering unbelief and idolatry with their consequences (Psalm 14; 50; 115), reflecting on the plans of the nations against the Lord (Psalm 2), calling on God’s judgment against evil and celebrating His justice (Psalm 7; 94; 98; 99), praying for those in authority (Psalm 82), lamenting the problem of evil and questioning God for atrocity (Psalm 10; 73), rejoicing in the Messiah’s coming (Psalm 2; 22; 72; 110), looking to the future glory of God’s people (Psalm 72; 98), and so on.

In summary, there appears to be no specific “mood” that Scripture mandates for each and every gathering of God’s people.  It is the context of what God is saying to His people during a particular gathering that should dictate the mood.  Regardless of the mood, both reverence and intimacy are essential elements in our approaching God, and the whole person (mind, will, and emotion) should be engaged in worshiping Him.

The Bible and worship music style

The following two viewpoints represent two approaches to music style, which should also not be considered mutually exclusive.

The pure “traditional” approach.  Some prefer to exclusively (or predominantly) sing the ancient hymns that have been passed down to us from our forefathers in the faith.  Musical traditionalists may at times criticize newer songs as being “too modern” or even “worldly” in style.  They might be apprehensive about songs that sound “contemporary” because of a vague sense that to sound contemporary is to be “of the world.”  Worship songs that resemble modern musical taste might then be viewed as a threat to the purity of the church.

The pure “contemporary” approach.  Some prefer worship music to be consistent with the prevailing musical tastes of believers in the culture where the church is planted.  They do not necessarily wish to discard traditional hymns, but might criticize what they perceive to be the inability of ancient melodies to “connect” with the here and now.  As an alternative, they either adopt entirely new songs or change and / or rearrange the melodies to the older ones to mirror prevailing modern musical tastes.

Both of these philosophies have much to offer in the way of biblical worship.  However, a strict and inflexible insistence upon an exclusive “traditional” or “contemporary” style of worship again seems to fall short of the biblical ideal.

Biblical (and historical) challenges to the pure “traditional” approach:

· There are multiple references in Scripture to the singing of a “new song” (Psalm 33:3; 40:3; 96:1; 98:1; 144:9; 149:1; Isaiah 42:10; Revelation 5:9; 14:3).

· It is an unfair critique to label contemporary melodies as “worldly” and not conducive to proper worship.  Men such as John Calvin, Professor Jerram Barrs, Dr. John Frame, and the late Francis Schaeffer have observed the tendency of Scripture to place high priority upon “cultural contextualization.”  There are various biblical examples where the style (not the content) of ministry is designed to help those who are present identify with what is going on.  It was Jesus’ regular practice to speak to people using illustrations from everyday life.  When speaking to Jews, Paul quoted the Old Testament Scriptures (Acts 13:13-52).  When speaking to Greeks, he quoted pagan poets (Acts 17:16-34).  He was willing to become “all things to all men so that by all possible means (he) might save some” (1 Corinthians 9:22).  In the context of a worship service it was imperative that the people (especially unbelievers!) be able to understand what was going on (1 Corinthians 14:1-25).  In this last passage, Paul expresses concern that the language of Corinthian worship be intelligible to their Corinthian contemporaries.  Generally, it is a positive and good thing for the “language” (melodies) of worship, insofar as it is possible, to identify with the music “language” of the culture.  For example:

· The tune of “Amazing Grace” is an American folk tune written by a non-Christian.  The lyrics of “A Mighty Fortress is Our God” (written by the pioneer of the Reformed tradition, Martin Luther) were put to the music of a contemporary German bar (pub) tune of Luther’s day.  John Calvin (another great pioneer of the Reformation) actually hired non-Christian songwriters to arrange the hymns of Geneva to contemporary melodies!  To accuse contemporary melodies of being “secular” is to create a false distinction.  Both traditional and contemporary music melodies are products of God-given creativity, and are for the most part morally neutral and therefore neither should be banned from the worship setting.

Biblical challenges to the pure “contemporary” approach:

· The Psalms were sung by the New Testament church (Ephesians 5:19; Colossians 3:16), all of which had been written anywhere from 360 to several thousand years prior to New Testament times.  A case could be made that many of these Psalms would have been sung in the original melodies for which they were written (Psalm 9:1; 22:1; 45:1; 56:1; 57:1; 58:1; 59:1; 60:1; 69:1; 75:1; 80:1).  To simply throw out everything written in prior centuries and cut oneself off from the rich heritage of redemptive history would be a grave mistake.

· Hebrews 12:1 reminds us that we are “surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses,” and are therefore part of a universal body much larger than the contemporary body of Christ.  The Scriptures make some 100+ references to spiritual forefathers and what they have passed down (in the way of redemptive history, experience, doctrine, music, etc.) to future generations.  To cut ourselves off from the saints of ages prior to our own would not only be a mistake.  It would be unbiblical.  In the words of one church leader:

One of the major contributing factors to the superficiality of the lives of evangelical Christians in our country today is the failure of the churches to teach and use the great hymns of the church universal in their services of worship.  We have raised a generation or two of Christians who prefer sentimental songs with highly questionable theology to the greatest Christian poetry which has ever been penned.

It is appropriate to welcome songs written in every age into our services of worship.  Songs (whether old or new) that are considered and / or suggested for worship will be evaluated by church leadership according to the following criteria (from Prof. Jerram Barrs’ notes on Christian Worship):

· Is the song of high quality in both music and theological content?

· Does the music fit with the message of the lyrics?

· Is the melody singable enough for congregational singing, or should it be reserved for special music by a soloist, ensemble, choir, etc.?

· Is the song God-centered? (vs. man-centered or behavior-centered)

· Is there integrity in the way the words and music move the emotions? (vs. emotionalism and manipulation)

· Does the song in its content and music edify (teach biblical truth to) the people?

· Can the average person understand and appreciate the song’s content and music?

Conclusion

In the estimation of the Riverside leadership, the views and positions adopted in this paper reflect the teaching of God’s inspired Word on the matters of instruments, priority, mood, and style as they relate to public worship.

Because we are a church that appreciates and incorporates a more eclectic blend of instruments, moods, and styles, there will undoubtedly be ongoing dialogue dealing with various tensions and struggles along the way.  This presents us with a wonderful opportunity for gracious dialogue in which we can all learn from one another and, most importantly, from the Scriptures on the matter of worship and worship music.  As is the case with any theological dialogue, the ongoing dialogue regarding public worship must take place in an atmosphere of mutual respect that is fueled by a deep commitment to build one another up and not tear one another down.  The PCA Statement of Identity says it well:

The Church of Jesus Christ will inevitably face issues that bring controversy.  While that is to be expected when believers are zealous to obey their consciences, the process can be painful and dangerous to the church.  The (church) is facing a number of questions today which have the potential for division.  These include worship styles…The dynamics of approaching controversy must involve patient, careful study of God’s Word.  Proper discipline begins with the Word of God addressed to the interested parties…It is crucial for our church to proceed in a spirit of grace and forbearance, even when the issues are of utmost significance.  It is also imperative that our church learn to distinguish between fundamental matters and peripheral ones.  Certain issues indeed threaten the very essence of the gospel and must be approached with gravity…But others, while important and sometimes reflective of deeper hermeneutical problems, are not as essential and must not be treated as though they were.
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